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INTRODUCTION 
This study, as its title indicates, has two closely 
related divisions. The first part defines a system of 
interpretation; the second part applies this system to 
Pearl, a fourteenth-century poem. 
The method employed in part one is, in general, 
chronolosical. Beginning with a brief sketch of allegory 
in pre-Christian times, an attempt is then made to define 
and explain the origin and development of the fourfold 
method. Such a method means that for the medieval critic 
a work could be simultaneously interpreted on four levels 
of meaning--the literal, the allegorical, the anagogical, 
and the tropological. Since the fourfold system had its 
origin and development in the interpretation of Scripture, 
and since this system became in time a tradition, we have 
used the words "Scriptural tradition" in the title of this 
study. However, we shall see that this method was applied 
to secular as well as to sacred literature in the Middle 
Ages. 
Anyone who attempts to deal with the subject of criti-
cism in medieval literature immediately is confronted with 
several research problems. First, there is the problem of 
a bibliography. A bibliography of exegetical works written 
during the Middle Ages would be tantamount to a bibliography 
of Latin literature during that period. Such a bibliography 
i 
does not exist. There is not even a complete bibliography 
of medieval commentaries. The index provided by Migne1 
contains only a list of works published in his collections, 
and as it has been frequently pointed out, there are 
inaccuracies in his editing. However, in spite of these 
errors Migne 1 s work is definitely a starting point for any 
serious study of exegesis. 2 
In addition to the problem of bibliography there are 
more serious problems connected with the dating and the 
authenticity of individual writings. Only in recent times 
have scholars attempted solutions to these two problems. 
However, it will probably be years before critical editions 
of many medieval works on exegesis will be published. The 
great source of difficulty here lies in the medieval practice 
or borrowing without indicating sources. In this study I 
have been aware of these problems and have attempted to cope 
with them in the following ways. I have tried to overcome 
the problem created by the lack of critical texts by 
presenting a large number of examples taken directly from 
primary sources. Whenever possible I have used English 
translations of this source material. As for originality 
1scripturae Sacrae Cursus Completus, ed. Jacques P. Migne. 
(Paris, 1839), I, 198-200. 
2see Edward K. Rand, Founders of the Middle AgeM (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1929) 1 p. 4 for Matthew ArnoldTS praise of igne's work. 
and dependence I have emphasized the particular contribu-
tions by individual authors to the development or the 
rourrold method. Here it should be noted that I have 
rollowed a principle or selection. I have not discussed 
all the medieval critics Who have written about this method; 
rather, I have considered only those authors whose comments 
have contributed to the development or the system. Because 
I am concerned with demonstrating a system or interpretation 
that was traditional the problem or dependency is ror this 
study less pressing. As ror the dating or individual works, 
I have either accepted the traditional date, or arter 
indicating the birth and death dates or an individual author 
I have been satisried ir the work discussed lay within the 
range or these dates. 
There is one other problem connected with the study or 
medieval exegesis. It is what I would like to call the 
problem or historical adjustment. We must remember that 
unlike today, the Bible was the most studied book or the 
Middle Ages. Biblical study represented the highest branch 
or medieval learning. For example, "Bede was better known 
ror his commentaries on Scripture than ror his Ecclesiastical 
History or the English People (sic]. When St. Bonirace ••• 
called Bede 'the candle or the Church,' he must have seen ••• 
'bright candles over the holy white scriptures. 111 3 
3Beryl Smalley, The Study or the Bible in the Middle Ages 
(oxrord, 1952), p. 102. 
iii 
Not only was Scriptural study the most important 
scholarly pursuit of the Middle Ages, but the Bible was 
considered as a work of poetic art. This may sound strange 
to a modern reader, but it is in harmony with medieval 
attitudes. "The poet of this book of poetry was no other 
than the Great Maker ••• whose inspired art had written a 
work in which all religious truth that can ever be known is 
deposited, as beauty is deposited by the poet in the words 
of his verse. ,4 Thus medieval scholars believed that the 
Bible was in need of explication. For example, Hugh of St. 
Victor felt that the words of the Bible are symbols of 
metaphysical realities which required exegesis.5 
The extensive use of such exegesis also requires some 
historical adjustment on the part of the modern reader. 
Elaborate allegorical exegesis is no longer suited to modern 
taste. Therefore, to look at the Middle Ages through 
twentieth-century eyes is not only unhistorical but it may 
cause the modern reader to lose sight of the metaphysical 
principles which U'nderlie intellectual activity in the Middle 
6 Ages. 
4aans H. Glunz, History of the Vulgate in E~land from 
Alcuin to Roger Bacon (London,-r933), pp. ~8-2 9. ----
5Patrologie Latina, ed. Jacques P. Migne (Parisiis, 1844), 
CLXXVI, 790. 
6Henry 0. Taylor, The Medieval Mind (London, 1914), I, 13. 
iv 
In the last decade modern scholars have also concerned 
themselves with the history of medieval exegesis. Although 
many excellent articles, for example, have been written, 
their work on the whole is fragmentary. Since there is no 
full treatment of the fourfold method, the first part of this 
study has a reason for its existence. Obviously this system 
must be fully understood if it is to be applied with accuracy 
to Pearl. Like any other critical movement the fourfold 
method is satisfactorily comprehended only within the full 
range of its own tradition. To consider, for example, the 
criticism of English Romanticism during just the last few 
years of the eighteenth century is to see it in an unre~ated 
and fragmentary manner. So also any incomplete discussion 
of the fourfold method does intellectual violence to its 
growth and development. 
Therefore, my purpose is to show that this chronological 
definition of the fourfold system will not only provide a 
basis for the interpretation of Pearl, but it is hoped that 
it will also supply students of the Middle Ages with a 
framework within which divergent interpretations of other 
medieval works can be reconciled. Finally, this definition 
of the fourfold method should be of some value to the general 
reader of English literature. Several recent critical 
studies of various types of literature have introduced 
(without the necessary explanations) what must be for most 
readers a new and strange method of criticism. For example, 
v 
Fergusson in his popular book, The Idea of ~ Theatre, 
discusses Oedipus Rex in the following terms: "One might 
say, using the Medieval notion of fourfold symbolism that 
Sophocles might well have taken myth and ritual as literally 
'fictions,' yet still have accepted their deeper meanings--
trope, allegory, and anagoge--as valido-"7 Again in evalua-
ting the meaning of Hamlet Fergusson relies on the four 
levels of medieval symbolism: 
According to this system, the analogous 
actions of the characters in their attempts 
to destroy the hidden disease of Denmark 
would constitute the 'trope' or moral 
meaning of the play. The rottenness of the 
regime itself, from which they all suffer, 
could be called the 'allegory,' for it 
refers to a particular moment in history 
when a corrupt regime falsifies the life of 
the community. We have seen that in Hamlet, 
as in Macbeth, Shakespeare takes this 
historic moment as defining his subject. 
But Shakespeare ••• places Claudius' Denmark 
in a wider setting, and this 'placing' of 
Claudius' regime is the anagoge, the meani~ 
of the play in relation to ultimate values. 
vi 
7Francis Fergusson, The Idea of a Theatre (Garden City, 
1954), p. 47. See alsolre"rnard r. Ruppe and Durant W. 
Robertson, Piers Plowman and Scriptural Tradition (Princeton, 
1951), p. 3-whose purpose-wrs to give a cohereat account of 
the thought structure of the B- text of Piers Plowman in 
the light of medieval interpretation of "S'Oripture:-rr·-
Unfortunately in this significant study they do not provide 
the necessary explanation of their method, and they do not 
refer to the exegesis of the Friars (St. Bonaventure, St. 
Thomas Aquinas, et al.) because they believe there is in 
the poem a quarrel between the Friars and the secular clergy 
over the usurping of apostolic power by the Friars. 
8Fergusson, pp. 148-149· See ibid., pp. 152"153; 188. 
vii 
Fergusson's interest in the fourfold method is due to 
his studies of Dante. However, his references to this method 
are not, I believe, understood by the modern reader. They 
require an understanding of the origin and development of 
this multiple form of symbolism. In order to clarify 
Fergusson's references and at the same time provide an 
understanding of my use of the terminology of the fourfold 
method it should be noted that the literal sense, as defined 
by Dante, means "the fit narrative of that thing whereof you 
are discoursing. n9 The allegorical level is the quid credas, 
or what we are to believe. The tropological sense or the 
trope is the moral lesson derived from these beliefs, and 
the anagogical meaning or anagoge leads to contemplation of 
heavenly things. 
Two recent studies ofT. s. Eliot's poetry also make 
bowing references to the fourfold interpretation. One of 
these criticisms when discussing Eliot's artistic media, 
especially the use of "I" in his later poems, has this to 
say: 
Artistic media in Eliot's poetry are so 
complex that they admit of interpretation 
on more than one level; so, literally the 
'I' is man psychologically examining 
existential tensions; allegorically, the 
religious man echoing St. Teresa's words, 
9Dante Alighieri, The Banquet, tr. Elizabeth P. Sayer 
(London, 1887), p. 16. 
'I want to see God;' morally, it is the 
protagonist weighing virtue and vice, and 
finding virtue heavier in weight and harder 
progressively to attain; and finally, 
anagogically, it is the soul allowing God 
to annihilate in itself0whatever impedes His Kingdom within it. 
Of the several problems connected with Pearl the most 
apparent is the lack of an up-to-date bibliography. The 
earlier bibliographies of Wellek and Sister Madeleva are 
outdated, and the most recent bibliography in Gordon's 
edition is incomplete. I have attempted to solve this 
problem by presenting as complete a bibliography of the 
poem as possible. 
viii 
Although I believe that it is impossible, at least for 
the present, to solve the problem of single or common 
authorship of Pearl and the other poems associated with it 
in the unique Cotton Nero manuscript, I have indicated 
several biographical conclusions in Chapter VIwhich are 
basic to this study. For example, I believe that the poet 
was an orthodox, educated man of the Middle Ages, thoroughly 
versed in the Scriptures and, as his poem indicates, aware 
of multiple levels of meaning which can easily be referred 
to the fourfold system. It was probably through his educa-
10 Sister Anne Cyril, S.N.D. "Anagogical Mirrorst 
Reflections in the Poet~ of T. s. Eliot of the Doctrine of 
Saint John of the Cross, (Boston University, 1954), p. 49-
50. See also Helen Gardner, The Art of T. s. Eliot (London, 
1949), p. 163 f. ---- -
tional training that he was introduced to the multiplex 
system of meaning, because such a method was taught in the 
schools, as we shall demonstrate, during the Middle Ages. 
His knowledge of the Bible is best seen in the fact that 
over one quarter of the total lines in Pear111 are quota-
tions, paraphrases and interpretations of Scriptures. When 
it is recalled that the fourfold system had its origin in 
the interpretation of Scripture, it will be realized that 
the poet's knowledge and interpretation of Biblical passages 
in Pearl is another reason for an explication of the poem 
according to this method. 
I have also been aware of the textual problems of the 
manuscript, the poet's language, etc., and have therefore 
consulted when necessary the facsimile, photostats of the 
manuscript and early editions of the poem. However, my text 
is the most recent edition of Pearl by E. V. Gordon. 
For more than ninety years the interpretation of Pearl 
has been vigorously, and sometimes bitterly, discussed. 
Contradictory interpretations ranging from the strictly 
elegiac theory of the early elegists to the all-exclusive 
allegorical view of Sister Madeleva have been applied to the 
11 See Pearl, ed. E. V. Gordon (Oxford, 1953), pp. 165-167 
for a list of Biblical quotations and allusions. Unless 
otherwise noted, the edition of the Bible from which I cite 
is the Catholic Family Edition of the Holy Bible (New York, 
"') --- ---19::.>3 • 
ix 
poem. I have attempted to resolve the contradictions by 
showing that these interpretations can in the main be 
related to one of the four levels of meanings. One feature, 
therefore, of the last four chapters is a demonstration of 
how the fourfold method of interpretation provides a frame 
of reference in which contradictory Pearl criticism can be 
reconciled. It should also be noted that these chapters 
provide the first detailed fourfold interpretation of Pearl. 
The method employed in this interpretation is a combination 
of historical criticism12 and literary criticism. Although 
these two forms of criticism cannot be successfully 
divorced, historical criticism in the form of the fourfold 
method will receive the greater stress. 
I am happy to have this opportunity to acknowledge 
the help which I have received in preparing this study. I 
especially wish to thank my two readers, Professor Winslow 
Loveland and Professor Willis Wager, for their interest in 
and generous criticism of my work. My other debt of grati-
tude is to my wife; without her encouragement this work 
would never have been completed. 
12see D. W. Robertson, "Historical Criticism," English 
Institute Essays (New York, 1950), p. 71. 
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CHAPTER I 
ALLEGORY IN PRE-CHRISTIAN AND BIBLICAL TIMES 
Our study begins with a brief consideration of pre-
Christian and Biblical allegorical interpretations. There 
are a number of good reasons for considering as the first 
characteristic of medieval exegesis its dependence on 
classical studies. Clearly the roots of the Middle Ages 
sink deep into antiquity. 1 The medieval commentator was 
not only aware of the existence of classical literature, 
but, as we shall demonstrate, he used it in his commentaries. 
As for the use of allegory in Biblical times we plan to show 
that once again practice preceded theory. Even before the 
fourfold method was formally developed its embryonic form 
was to be found in the Scriptures. 
"There were brave men before Agamemnon"--and there were 
allegorists before Plato. However, the origin and early 
development of the allegorical interpretation of literature 
is clouded by uncertainties, due in large part to the 
paucity of evidence, Today two hypotheses are offered as 
explanations for the origin of allegorical interpretations 
in Greek literature. One theory is that the function of 
allegories was originally negative or defensive. Such a 
lHenry 0, Taylor, The Classical Heritage 2! ~ Middle 
Ages (New York, 1901):-p, 9 f. 
1 
theory maintains that the early Greek philosophers believed 
that stories about the gods as they appeared in Homer and 
Hesiod were morally offensive in their literal meaning. 
Hence, "Xenophanes, Pythagoras, Plato, Antisthenes and 
others attempted thus to find a deep significance in such 
stories, 112 and out of this attempt began the allegorical 
sense of literature. 
The other theory of the origin of Greek allegorism 
maintains that the original impetus for allegorical inter-
pretation was positive and exegetical. This hypothesis 
also maintains that it was the philosophers' concern with 
myths that started allegory. 
Assuming that the myth-makers were concerned 
to edify and instruct, the philosophers 
found in apparent irmnoralities and impieties 
a warning that both in offensive and in 
inoffensive passages one must look beneath 
the surface for the true significance of 
the tales. Thus allegory was originally 
positive, not negative, in its aim; its 
PUrPOSe was not so much to defend the 
poetic traditions against charges of immor-
ality as to make fully explicit the wealth 
of doctrine which ~ hypothesi the myths 
contained. Those who wrote to defend the 
poets could, if they chose, make some use 
of the results of the allegorical method; 
passages to which exception had been taken 
could be shown by allegorical treatment to 
be quite consistent with the view that the 
poets were wise and divinely inspired. But 
the first dim beginnings of allegory can be 
2Johannes Quasten, Patrology (Westminister, Maryland; 
1953), II, 2. 
2 
traced to another and weightier motive, 
namely, the desire of speculative thinkers 
to appropriate for their own use some at 
least of the mythical tradition.3 
Because he influenced later interpreters, especially 
Origen, the founder of the allegorical method, Plato is, 
for the purposes of this study, the most important of the 
earlier users of allegorical interpretations. Perhaps 
Plato's most significant discussion of this subject is 
found in his Republic. Here Plato disapproved of the 
immoralities of mythology. Regardless of their allegorical 
meaning, such immoralities are to be banned: 
But the narrative of Hephaestus binding 
Here (sic) his mother, or how on another 
occasion Zeus sent him flying for taking 
her part when she was being beaten, and 
all the battles of the gods in Homer--
these tales must not be admitted into 
our State, whether they are supposed to 
have an allegorical meaning or not. For 
a young person cannot judge what is 
allegorical and what is literal, ••• 
therefore, it is most important that the 
tales which the young first hear should 
be models of virtuous thoughts.4 
This passage is significant for two reasons: first, 
it demonstrates that the myths can receive an allegorical 
interpretation, "namely, that air (Hera) is hemmed in by 
aither (Zeus) above, and by earth and water (the two anvils) 
3 J. Tate, "Plato and Allegorical Interpretation," The 
Classical Quarterly, XXIII (1929), 142. ---
4The Rebublic of Plato, tr. B. Jowett, )rd. ed. (Oxford, 
1925l,p. 1. 
3 
below."5 Secondly, it implies that in addition to the 
literal and allegorical sense of these myths, there is a 
moral meaning. As an allegorist, then, Plato seemed to 
distinguish a literal sense, i.e., the myth in its literal 
meaning; the moral sense, or the didactic meaning; and 
thirdly, the allegorical, or the meaning which lies beneath 
the surface of the tale,6 
The above discussion of Plato's division of meanings 
may mislead one into believing that Plato developed a 
scientific system of interpretation. However, there was no 
scientific method for deciding how these levels of meaning 
were carried out in practice. For example, in Plato's 
Phaedrus Socrates was asked for his interpretation of the 
myth of Orithyia, the maiden whom Boreas abducted. Socrates' 
interpretation was that "a northern gust carried her over 
the neighboring rocks."7 Perhaps this interpretation of 
Socrates was given in jest, but when it is fitted into 
.Plato's scheme of interpretation it would have the following 
relationship to the other two senses: 11 (1) the tale in its 
literal sense (that Boreas carried off the maid); (2) the 
moral of the tale (that carrying off maidens is a right and 
5 . 
Tate, p. 145· 
6ru£., p. 145. 
7The Dialogues of Plato, tr. B. Jowett (New York, 1892), 
I, 4~ ----
4 
commendable action, since divine persons engage in it); and 
(3) the allegorical 
north wind swept the 
interpretation 
girl away). nB 
that the 
The allegorical meaning 
was not only harmless, but it indicated that there was no 
scientific method in his allegorical interpretations. The 
above excerpt §lSo suggests that for Plato there are only 
two levels of meaning: the literal and the allegorical. 
In practice the allegorical sense was a moral sense because 
this meaning "led to noble conceptions of the divine."9 
After a slow and painful journey through a maze of 
philosophies, 10 Plato's ideas and influence11 found haven in 
the most important, for this study, of the earliest commen-
tators on Scripture, Philo Judaeus. 
Philo (c. 20 B.C.--c. 40 A.D.), the most outstanding 
Jewish philosopher in the Biblical era, not only received a 
Jewish education but was carefully instructed in the wisdom 
of Greek philosophy at Alexandria. These two elements 11he 
8 Tate, p. 151. 
9H. Flanders Dunbar, Symbolism fn Medieval Thought and 
Its Consummation in the Divine Come~y (New Haven, 1929r;-p. 
2SO. ---
10The Stoics especially made use of allegorical interpre-
tation in order to explain away whatever was offensive in 
legends. See Anne B. Hersmanj Studies in Greek Allegorical 
Interpretation (Chicago, 1906 , pp. 17-23. 
11Thomas H. Billings, The Platonism of Philo Judaeus 
(Chicago, 1919), p. 66 f-.- -
5 
sought to fuse and harmonize by means of the art of 
allegory. 1112 In Philols work Biblical and Greek allegories 
meet and mingle. This combination continued during the 
Middle Ages. "The result is that allegory becomes the 
basis of all textual interpretation whatsoever."13 .Although 
Philo's work was not accepted by contemporary Judaism, it 
was so warmly received by the early Christians that some of 
them thought that he was a Christian. His writings are 
divided into three categories: apologetical works, philo-
sophical treatises, and exposition.of the Jewish Law. The 
last category is of special interest to this study. 
In his interpretation of the Jewish Law Philo attempted 
to recommend Judaism to the Greeks. In this attempt he made 
significant use of allegory. He distinguished two senses 
of the Old Testament: literal and allegorical. "The two 
interpretations, however, are not of equal importance: the 
6 
literal sense is adapted to human needs; but the allegorical 
sense is the real one, which only the initiated comprehend. 11 :4 
This twofold level of interpretation permeated Philo's 
exegesis. It can be most easily illustrated in his treatise 
12The Jewish Encyclopedia, ed. Cyrus .Adler et al., (New 
York and London, 1895), X, 6. 
13 Ernst R, Curtius, European Literature and the Latin 
Middle Ages, tr. Willard P. Trask (New York;-19>21, p. 2oS. 
14The Jewish Encyclopedia, X, 10. 
on The Allegories of the Sacred Laws, where the "allegorical 
sense is the real one." This work is an allegorical inter-
pretation of the Book of Genesis. In one section, for 
example, Philo explained Genesis 11.13: "And a river goes 
forth out of Eden to water the Paradise." 
Let us examine the expressions of the writer: 
1A river,' says he, 'goes forth out of Eden, 
to water the Paradise.' This river is 
generic goodness; and this issues forth out 
of the Eden of the wisdom of God, and that 
is the word of God. For it is according to 
the word of God, that generic virtue waters 
the Paradise: that is to say, it waters 
the particular virtues. But it does not 
derive its beginnings from any principle of 
locality, but from a principle of pre-
eminence. For each of the virtues is15 really and truly a ruler and a queen. 
The above exegesis is a typical illustration of Philo's 
method for it presents a medley of Scriptural knowledge, 
speculative philosophy and ethics. It also demonstrates 
that allegory in the hands of Philo was a very flexible 
instrument, as he deduced, for example, without presenting 
evidence, that the "river is generic goodness." In spite 
of such an obvious shortcoming, Philo's elaborate allegorism 
was an important development in the determination of the 
fourfold method. 
He finds in Scripture (though not in the 
same passage) four significations for the 
sun: first, the human mind, second, 
15The Works of Philo Judaeus, tr. c. D. Yonge (London, 
1B54l~,--os-:- --
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outward sense which renders man impure, 
third, the Divine Word which prote~ts 
the virtuous and destroys the wicked, 
and, fourth, the all-seeing God himself. 
These four significations, when analyzed, 
fall into three types. The interpreta-
tion of the sun as the Divine Word bears 
reference to the problem of the relation-
ship of the infinite to the finite; that 
of the human mind and outward sense, to 
the problem of man's moral progress; and 
that of the all-seeing God to the problem 
of things as they are. Thus meditating 
on the greatest of symbols, Philo was 
led to a multiplex symbolic interpreta-
tion presaging that which 1f5er was to 
become the fourfold system. 
In addition to preparing the way for the fourfold 
interpretation by his multiple interpretations, Philo also 
influenced later Christian exegetea17 who were to formulate 
and use the fourfold method in a systematic manner. 
Before examining the work of the early Christian 
exegetes I should like to consider briefly the use of 
allegory in the Biblical era. 
Christ's use of parables is too familiar to need a 
detailed discussion. It suffices to point out that they 
are stories used to illustrate a moral truth. For example, 
one of the more than thirty parables in the New Testament 
is the well-known story of the weeds in the field (Matt. 
xiii.36-43l where Christ not only explains the parable but 
16 Dunbar, p. 252. 
l7Charles Bigg, The Christian Platonists of Alexandria 
(Oxford, 1886), p. ~f. 
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presents its moral lesson: 
He who sows the good seed is the Son of 
Man. The field is the world; the good 
seed, the sons of the kingdom; the weeds, 
the sons of the wicked one; and the enemy 
who sowed them is the devil. But the 
harvest is the end of the world, and the 
reapers are the angels. Therefore, just 
as the weeds are gathered up and burnt 
with fire, so will it be at the end of 
the world. The Son of Man will send 
forth his angels, and they will gather 
out of his kingdom all scandals and 
those who work iniquity, and cast them 
into the furnace of fire, where there 
will be weeping and the gnashing of 
teeth. Then the just will shine forth 
like the sun in the kingdom of their 
father. He who has ears to hear let 
him hear. 
Such a parable is not the allegorical meaning in the 
fourfold system. Because of its moral truth it can be 
considered the moral or tropological meaning in the 
multiple interpretation. 
One modern critic in discussing the use of allegory in 
the New Testament indicates that parts of it can be inter-
preted according to the fourfold method. The passage under 
consideration is John, iii.l7-21: "For everyone that deeth 
evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest 
his deeds should be reproved. But he that deeth truth 
cometh to the light, that his deeds may be made manifest, 
that they are wrought in God." The interpretation of the 
passage is as follows: 
Here, moreover, are the two types of 
symbolism contained within the same 
passage, Christ himself being the light 
9 
by which character is tested. Finally, 
using this imagery in a third significa-
tion, Christ, Light of the Sun, spoke 
of the glory which was his in union with 
the Father before his assumption of an 
earthly body. This glory is in eternity 
to be shared also by the righteous who 
shall 'shine forth as the sun in the 
kingdom of their Father.• (Matt. xiii. 
43) In such passages as the foregoing 
the mediev& symbolist at once recognizes 
the levels of allegory, trope, and anagoge, 
the threefold mystic interpretation of 
the letter. These interpretations appear 
not only in the recorded works of Christ, 
but ey~n more clearly in the writings of 
Paul. 
Saint Paul's contribution to the development of multiple 
interpretation is twofold. First he made frequent use of 
typology, which means that he used persons, places, and 
things of the Old Testament to prefigure persons, places 
and things of the New Testament. In his first letter to 
the Corinthians, for example, the various events and things 
encountered by the Israelites in crossing through the parted 
waters are types which are fulfilled in the New Testament. 
To Paul the water of the sea signified the rite of Baptism; 
the manmaand the gushing stream were the bread and wine of 
the Last Supper; etc. "Now all these things happened to 
them as a type, and they were written for our correction." 
(I Cor. x.ll) 
Secondly, and more importantly, Saint Paul used 
18nunbar, p. 259 
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allegory in his writings. It is not surprising to find him 
expounding Scripture by means of allegory. In Alexandria, 
as Philo's writings indicate, this style of Scriptural 
interpretation had reached a peak of sublime efficiency. 
In Palestine the allegorists working in the same climate 
of opinion were not far behind. St. Paul, for example, 
frequently quotes the Old Testament in order to interpret 
11 
it allegorically. In addressing the Galatians, he interprets 
the story of Abraham and his two sons, one born of a free 
woman and the other of a bondsmaid. Hagar, the bondsmaid, 
represents Mt. Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the 
earthly Jerusalem enslaved by the law; Sarah, on the other 
hand, is the real wife and corresponds to the heavenly 
Jerusalem which is free. These things are an allegory, 
says St. Paul (Gal. iv.24l, but they also can be referred 
to the fourfold system. In order to see this more clearly 
we should look at the entire passage which continues with a 
citation from Isaiah, liv.l and concludes with these words: 
"Therefore, brethren, we are not children of a slave-girl, 
but of the free woman--in virtue of the freedom wherewith 
Christ has made us free." (Gal. iv.31) 
The last sentence clearly refers to the allegorical 
sense (what we are to believe). The purpose of the entire 
passage is to restrain the Galatians from turning again to 
the bondage of the Mosaic Law, and in this purpose we have 
the moral or tropological meaning (what we are to do). 
Finally the heavenly Jerusalem, which is free, is repeatedly 
used, as we shall discover, as the anagogical meaning, or 
that meaning which leads men's minds and hearts to the 
contemplation of heavenly things. 
For many years it was believed that a contemporary of 
St. Paul, Barnabas, was the author of an Epistle which 
includes his name in its title. It now has been shown that 
"The Epistle of Barnabas" could not have been written by 
St. Paul's companion. 19 Be that as it may, the Epistle in 
its use of the allegorical method of interpretation shows 
12 
the influence of Philo and probably indicates that the author 
was from Alexandria. 20 
"The Epistle of Barnabas" is divided into two parts. 
In the first section there is an elaborate explanation of 
the Old Testament. In this exegesis the influence of Philo 
and other Jewish commentators is very strong. Actually the 
method of interpretation used here is rabbinical because 
the author finds an allegorical meaning not only in certain 
sentences of the Old Testament but even in the separate 
letters of certain words. For example, he interpreted the 
19 Quasten, I, 89. 
20 Clement of Alexandria was the first to cite this work. 
James Muilenburg, The Literary Relations of the ETist~e of 
Barnabas and the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles Marburg, 
Germany; 1929r;-p. 2$. 
circumcision of 318 of Abraham's servants as follows: 
Abraham, who first instituted circumci-
sion, did it looking forward in spirit 
to Jesus, for he received the doctrines 
(implicit in) three letters. For it 
says: 1And Abraham, circumcised from 
his household eighteen men and three 
hundred' •••• Notice that he first 
mentions eighteen, and, after a pause, 
three hundred. Eighteen is I, and 
H--you have Jesus (!H)--and, because 
the cross in the T was to have grace, 
he says, 1 and three hundred' (T). So 
he indicates Jesus in the t~£ letters 
and the cross in the order. 
This interpretation based on the numerical value of Greek 
letters (TIH-318) is that Abraham by his action revealed 
the mystery of redemption through Christ's crucifixion. 
This kind of meaning is in keeping with the author's purpose 
for he does not want his readers to accept the Old Testament 
in its literal sense. We can easily be adversely critical 
of the author's intention and his exegesis, but we should 
remember that he was faced with a great difficulty. The 
only divinely inspired Scriptures available to Christians 
at this time were the Old Testament. The New Testament was 
not as yet collected into a canon. Some early Christians, 
like Barnabas, simply read an unhistorical meaning into the 
Old Testament. Although this interpretation is to be 
deplored, it does present in the history of allegorical 
2111 The Letter of Barnabas," tr. Francis X. Glimm, in The 
Fathers of the Church (New York, 1947), p. 205. 
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interpretation a link between St. Paul and the earliest 
professional commentators. 
There is obviously a need to link up more closely the 
exegesis of the New Testament and the exegesis of Clement of 
Alexandria, the first of the commentators whom we shall 
discuss. The Christian writers of the age which immediately 
pucceeded that of the Apostles are called the Apostolic 
Fathers, and these men wrote no professional commentaries. 22 
"Neither do we find among the apologists' writings 
[defenders of the Faith] of the second century any profes-
sional treatises on Sacred Scripture."23 The first group 
of writers who attempted to explain the Scriptures was the 
school of Alexandria. Near the end of the second century 
the person in charge of this school was St. Pantaenus, but 
none of his writings have survived. 24 His successor was 
Clement of Alexandria, and it is with him that we must begin 
our chronological definition of the fourfold method. 
22The Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. Charles Herbermann et 
al., (New York, l907), I, 702. 
23~., p. 702. 
24Ibid., p. 703. 
CHAPTER II 
THE FOURFOLD METHOD IN THE PATRISTIC AGE 
Clement of Alexandria 
Toward the end of the second century there developed a 
great increase in the number of ecclesiastical writings, 
In part this increase was due to the number of educated 
converts which the new Church was making. As the number of 
such converts grew there arose a demand for ecclesiastical 
literature in keeping with their educational backgrounds. 
Along with this growth in church literature there was a 
correaponding growth in theological schools, which became 
the centers of ecclesiastical learning. The most famous of 
these early schools was at Alexandria. "The school of 
Alexandria is the oldest centre of sacred science in the 
history of Christianity. The environment in which it 
developed gave it distinctive characteristics, predominant 
interest in the metaphysical investigation of the content 
of the faith, a leaning to the philosophy of Plato, and the 
allegorical interpretation of Sacred Scripture. 111 The best 
known of the theologians attracted to this school were 
Clement and his pupil, Origen. 
1Johannes Quasten, Petrology (Westminister, Maryland; 
1953), II, 2. 
Clement of Alexandria was one of the many non-Christians 
converted to Christianity near the end of the second century. 
We actually know little of his life (c. 150 -c. 215) except 
that he was a native of Athens and after he became a 
Christian he made extensive travels in search of knowledge. 
His travels finally brought him to Alexandria, where he 
became a student, and in time, head of the school of cate-
2 
chumens. 
Unfortunatel~ some of Clement's exegetical writings 
are lost, including his commentary on the writings of the 
Old and New Testaments. It has been determined that his 
work, tt!£otyposeis, i.e., sketches or outlines, contained 
an "allegorical interpretation of selected verses 11 3 of 
Scripture. 
In Clement's writings that have been preserved we are 
impressed by his discursive style and fondness of allegory. 
The titles of his work and the subjects which they contain 
suggest that he is presenting an unsystematic exposition of 
Scripture. For example, the title of one of his best-known 
works is Carpets4 (Stromateis), .with such unrelated subjects 
2Quasten, II, 2. 
3Ibid. , p. 17. 
4It was not unusual for a philosopher of this time to use 
such a subject for it suggested that the different themes of 
the works are wound together like colors in a carpet. See 
Quasten, II, 12. 
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as "A Good Wife," "Plagiarizing," "Degrees of' Glory in 
Heaven," "The Benef'i t of' Culture, n.5 etc. In this work he 
discusses allegory beginning with the symbols of' Pythagoras 
and continuing with the f'ollowing items: the mystic meaning 
of' the tabernacle and its f'urniture; the Egyptian symbols 
and enigmas of' sacred things; the use of' the symbolic style 
by poets 
Truth in 
and philosophers; and reasons f'or veiling the 
6 
symbols. In this last section Clement gives 
reasons f'or the use of' allegory: it has been used by the 
Greeks and the Egyptians; it has been used by the Apostles, 
especially Saint Paul; it was used by God himself'; and the 
hidden allegory of' Scripture served a usef'ul purpose--it 
reserved certain knowledge to those who had received 
training in the Scriptures.7 
Af'ter this defense of' allegory we would suspect that 
Clement has worked out some system for the interpretation 
of Scripture along allegorical lines. There are, as f'ar 
as I could discover, only two discussions of' this subject 
and both occur in Book One of' his Miscellanies. The first 
discussion concerns a f'ourfold interpretation of the Old 
.5Ante-Nicene Christian Library ed. Alexander Roberts 
and James Donaldson (Edinburgh, 1B69), XII, v f. 
6 Ibid., p. 236 r. 
7!£!£., p. 2.54 f'. 
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Testament: 
The Mosaic philosophy is accordingly divided 
into four parts,--into the historic, and 
that which is specially called the legis-
lative, which two properly belong to an 
ethical treatise; and the third, that which 
relates to sacrifice, which belongs to 
physical science; and the fourth, above 
all, the department of theology, 'vision,' 
which Plato predicates of the truly great 
mysteries ang this species Aristotle calls 
metaphysics. · 
It may appear, at first, that this fourfold division of the 
Mosaic law is unrelated to the fourfold sense of Scripture. 
However, as Clement continues to amplify his definition of 
this division it is possible to see a relationship between 
his definition and two levels of the fourfold sense of 
Scripture: 
But the true dialectic, being philosophy 
mixed with truth, by examining things, 
and testing forces and powers, gradually 
ascends in relation to the most excellent 
essence of all, and essays to go beyond 
to the God of the universe, professing 
not the knowledge of mortal affairs, but 
the science of things divine and heavenly; 
in accordance with which follows a suitable 
course of practice with respect tQ words 
and deeds, even in human affairs.~ 
The knowledge of "things divine and heavenly" which 
Clement has just referred to is, as we shall see, a defini-
tion that was frequently given in the Middle Ages for the 
8 Ante-Nice~ Christian Library, IV, 467. 
9Ibid., pp. 467-468. 
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anagogical sense in the fourfold interpretation; "a suitable 
course of practice with respect to words and deeds" is very 
close to the moral or tropological meaning which was 
usually defined as that sense which teaches us how to act. 
Clement's second theoretical discussion of levels of 
meaning in Scripture involves three levels of meaning: 
The sense of the law is to be taken 
in three ways--either as exhibiting a 
symbol, or laying down a precept for 
right conduct, or as uttering a prophecy. 
But I well know that it belongs to man 
(of full age) to distinguish and declare 
these things. For the whole Scripture 
is not in its meaning a single Myconos, 
as the proverbial expression has it; but 
those who hunt after the connection of 
the divine teaching, must approach it 
with the 1~tmost perfection of logical faculty. 
Clement thus in theory distinguishes a threefold meaning 
of Scripture: the symbolic (allegorical), the moral 
(tropological), and the prophetic (anagogical). Two other 
observations can be made on this passage--first, Clement 
with his triple sense seems, as we shall see, to be 
ppeparing Origen's wai, and secondly, it is interesting to 
note that Clement does not include the literal sense in 
his division. In fac~it seems that more than once he is 
in his writings attempting to overcome any difficulties 
which his readers or hearers might have because of a literal 
10Ante-Nicene Christian Library, IV, 4o8. 
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interpretation of Scripture. For example, in one of his 
most interesting works entitled "The Rich Man 1 s Salvation" 
Clement presents in the form of a homily an interpretation 
of Mark x.l7-31. This homily was probably addressed to a 
well-to-do audience, for Clement reassures them that the 
command of God, "Sell what belongs to thee,"11 is not to be 
understood in a literal sense. This command as well as the 
entire passage from M!rk has, according to Clement, more 
than an historical meaning: "And as we are clearly aware 
that the Saviour teaches His people nothing in a merely 
human way, but everything by a divine and mystical wisdom, 
we must not understand His words literally, but with due 
inquiry and intelligence we must search out and master their 
hidden meaning, 1112 
Clement consistently follows his own advice. Believing 
that the Scriptures hide their most important truths, he 
sought them by means of allegory. The threefold meaning of 
Scripture (the symbolic, moral, and prophetic senses) are 
difficult to discover in his exegetical practice. At times 
he speaks of an external (literal) sense and an inward 
11c1ement of Alexandria, tr. G. W. Butterworth (London, 
1919)' p. 291-. 
12 
Ibid., pp. 281-283. 
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13 (allegorical) sense, but in practice he places much more 
emphasis on allegory. For example, he asserts that just as 
Joshua saw two Moses, one with the Angels, the other in the 
ravines of the mountains, so there are two levels of 
meanings in the Bible. The Moses perceived by the external 
sense of sight represents the literal meaning of Scripture; 
the Moses with the Angels stands for the hidden or allegori-
cal meaning. 14 
The great emphasis which Clement put on the hidden or 
allegorical sense can be easily illustrated by a few 
examples from his writings. In interpreting the washing 
of Our Lord's feet by Mary Magdalen, Clement discovers that 
the anointed feet represent the Apostles; the tears of 
Magdalen stand for sinful humanity; and the ointment 
suggests the betrayal by Judas. 15 
In another interpret§tion Clement freely allegorizes 
about the five barley loaves and the two fishes. The five 
13 This practice also conforms to his later theory as, 
e.g., when discussing the attributes of God he states that 
"certain of these appellations are used more sacredly in an 
allegorical sense. 11 ~-Nicene Christian Library, XII, 262. 
14Clementis Alexandrini Opgra, ed. Joannem Potterum 
(Oxonii, 1715), pp. 806-807. 
15 Ibid., pp. 205-206. 
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barley loaves stand for the earlier preparation of the Jews 
and Greeks for the coming of the Divine wheat of the Gospel. 
(Barley, Clement points out, appears earlier in the season 
than wheat.) The two fishes signify Greek philosophy, 
which was generated in the waters of the Gentile world. 
Again Clement allegorizes the command to pluck out the 
right eye if it offends us (Matth. v.29) by asserting that 
it means we should pluck out all evil desires by their 
16 
roots. 
Some modern commentaries on Clement have adversely 
criticized this free use of allegory in his interpreta-
tions.17 Surely his tendency to neglect the literal sense 
was not without danger. It led him, as we have shown, to 
view the literal meaning in some cases as unworthy of God. 
It also pointed up to later commentators the need for some 
rules for the allegorical interpretation of Scripture. 
However, Clement's use of allegory was not without some 
important historical values. A modern authority on the 
beginnings of patristic literature makes this value judgment 
on the early use of allegory: 
16 Patrologie Latine, ed. Jacques P. Migne (Parisiis, 
1844):-ltf, 11. 
17see, for exam~le, F. w. Farrar, History of Interpreta-
tion (London, 1886), pp. 182-187 for his condemnation of 
Clement's "arbitrary" methods. 
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Neither theology nor scriptural exegesis 
would have taken such magnificent initial 
strides without it [allegorical meanin~. 
In the age of Clement and Origen and in 
the centre of Hellenistic learning, it 
had the great advantage of opening a vast 
field to nascent theology and of allowing 
the fertile contact of Greek philosophy 
and revelation. In addition, it contri-
buted to the solution of the most 
significant problem posed for the early 
Church, i.e., the ~~aning to be given to 
the Old Testament. 
Clement's part in the solution to the problem mentioned 
in the last sentence of the above excerpt can be briefly 
summarized. He felt there was a harmony between the Old 
and New Testaments, since many of the ancient predictions, 
for example, in the circumstances of Our Lord's life can 
only be understood by reference to the New Testament.l9 
Here Clement is approaching typology, i.e., the use of Old 
Testament Persons, things, actions, and events to foreshadow 
future persons, things, etc. in the New Testament. However, 
it seems here, as in the use of allegory, Clement does not 
employ a well-ordered system. The systematic approach is 
to be found in his brilliant pupil, Origen. 
18Quasten, II, 2. 
19 6 Potterum, p. 87. 
Origen 
Origen, the greatest scholar of the early Church and 
the most distinguished teacher in the school at Alexandria, 
was born at Alexandria around A.D. 185. He was carefully 
educated by his father and at eighteen became the head of 
the school of catechumens at Alexandria.2° 
Paradoxically we possess a mass of biographical 
information about Origen, but many of his works are lost. 
The controversies which resulted from his doctrinal teachings 
were responsible for the disappearance of much of his literary 
output. 
Modern scholars disagree in their estimates of the 
effects of Origen's exegesis of the Bible, 21 but there is 
no disagreement on the importance of his Biblical studies, 
Miss Dunbar, for example, calls him "The Father of the 
Allegorical Method,n22 
As we have already seen, the use of allegory in 
20 Quasten, II, 37. 
21see, for example, the opposing viewpoints in F. W. 
Farrar, History 2f Interpretation (London, 1886), p. 26 f. 
and The Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. Charles Herbermann et al., 
(New York, 1907), V, 309 f. 
22Helen Dunbar, Symbolism in Medieval Thought and Its 
Consummation in the Divine Comedy (New Haven, 192~ 
p. 263. 
Biblical exegesis preceded the age of Origen; but he pro-
vided scholars with an important commentary and synthesis 
of the method of interpretation. Fairweather puts it this 
way: "He sought an abstract ground of justification for his 
theory, as well as a more definite method of applying it, 
so as to ascertain if possible by rule, the sense of a 
particular passage.n23 
Origen believed that the Bible is the Word of God, and 
therefore, true and necessary for man's salvation. But 
there are, he feels, "imperfections" in the Bible: anti-
logies, repetitions, etc., which require the use of 
allegory. 
The use of allegory is emphasized in his reference to 
a passage from The Shepherd of Hermas (an early Christian 
writing) where Hermas is commanded to "Write two books and 
give one to Clement and one to Grapte; and Grapte should 
admonish the w~dows and the orphans and Clement will send 
to the cities abroad, while you will announce to the pres-
byters of the Church. 1124 Origen exp laina this counsel in 
the following manner: "Now Grapte, who admonishes the 
23 Rev. William Fairweather, Origen and Greek Patristic 
Theology (New York, 1901), p. 73. 
2~ev. Frederick Crombie, The Writings of Origen (London, 
no date), I, 300. 
widows and the orphans is the mere letter (of Scripture] 
which admonishes those who are yet children in soul, and 
not able to call God their Father, and yet who are on that 
account styled orphans ••• while Clement who is already beyond 
the letter, is said to send what is written to the cities 
abroad, as if we were to call them 'souls' who are above 
[the influence o(J bodily affections. 1125 
The above distinction between the "letter" and the 
"spirit" of Scripture has led some commentators on Origen26 
to suggest that he scorned the literal sense of the Bible. 
To Origen the literal sense was the grammatical sense, "the 
proper as opposed to the figurative meaning."27 This 
meaning of literal also helps us to understand his frequent-
ly repeated observation that some passages of Scripture 
have no "corporeal" meaning, although in practice, as we 
shall see, he based his allegorical interpretations on the 
literal text of Scripture. 
Origen continues the exposition of his theory by 
referring back to Plato. Plato, Origen points out, tells 
25 Crombie, p. 302. 
26 See, for example, Eugene LaFaye, Origen and His ~' 
tr. Fred Rothwell (London, 1926), p. 36. 
27 Ca~olic E~cyclopedia, V, 309. 
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us that man is composed of three parts: body, soul, and 
spirit. Scripture, which is necessary for man, must have a 
28 threefold sense corresponding to this trichotomy. 
Scripture has a literal, a moral and a mystic meaning which 
corresponds to Plato's tripartite description of man: body, 
soul and spirit. 
Origen found another bas!s for his threefold interpre-
tation in Proverbs, xxii. 20. ("Do thou portray them [words 
of' wid so€] in a threefold manner. 11 ) Using the literal 
meaning of this text as a starting point he develops the 
threef'old method in the fourth book of' his First Principles: 
The way, then, as it appears to us, in 
which we ought to deal with the Scriptures, 
and extract from them their meaning, is 
the !'allowing, which has been ascertained 
from the Scriptures themselves. By Solomon 
in the Proverbs we f'ind some such rule as 
this enjoined respecting the divine doc-
trines of Scripture: 'And do thou portray 
them in a threefold manner, in counsel and 
knowledge, to answer words of' truth to 
them who propose them to thee,' The indi-
vidual ought, then, to portray the ideas of 
holy Scripture in a threefold manner upon 
his own soul; in order that the simple man 
may be edified by the 1 f'lesh, 1 as it were, 
of' the Scripture, for so we name the ob-
vious sense; while he who has ascended a 
certain way (may be edif'ied) by the "soul, 11 
as it were ••.• 
For as man consists of' body, and soul, and 
spirit, so in the same way does Scripture, 
28or!genes 1 De Principiis, ed. E. R. Redepenning (Llpslae, 183b), p. 8. 
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which has been arranged t~9be given by God for the salvation of men. 
The above passage is important not only because it is 
the earliest synthesis of the allegorical methcrl • but also 
because it presents a good illustration of Origen's exegesis 
as carried out in his commentaries. 
Thus Origen in theory and practice held to a triple 
sense of Scripture: literal, moral, and spiritual. One 
modern critic has suggested that "Origen's threefold sense 
is practically the fourfold sense of the Fathers, for his 
'spiritual' sense involves both allegory and anagoge, though 
30 
he does not practically make the division." We cannot 
disagree with this comment, but it should be noted that the 
full development of the fourfold sense, both in theory and 
in practice, does not occur until a later time. This fact 
does not lessen the significant contribution which Origen 
has made to the development of the fourfold method: he was 
the first to indicate "that which was unique in medieval 
tradition, that is, its vision in the mystic interpretation 
of definite levels simultaneously true."QLit only means that 
29The Ante-Nicene Fathers, IV, 359 
30Redepenning, quoted by Farrar, p. 196, n. 1. 
31Dunbar, p. 250. 
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we must now consider how his multiple interpretation was 
carried into the Latin Church and how it finally developed 
into the fourfold method. 
St. Hilary 
An honest, intelligent and forceful man born in a 
controversial era is almost sure to lead an unquiet life. 
St. Hilary, the first Latin doctor of the Church, was born 
in the fourth century--a period of great doctrinal contro-
versies, the chief of which was Arianism. 
We know very little of St. Hilary's early life. He 
was born at Poitiers of pagan parents, received a good 
education and probably was received into the Church when he 
reached adulthood.32 About the year 350 he was chosen 
Bishop of Poitiers and almost immediately became involved 
in the Aria~ controversy. "He resolutely opposed Saturninus, 
the Primate of Arles, who had gone over tbcthe Arian idea. 
The ardour of his proceedings marked him out to the Arian 
Bishop as a dangerous adversayy. At the Synod of Beziers 
(356) they ••• denounced him to the Emperor as a factious 
person, and obtained a sentence of exile against 
32A Vacant et al., Dictionnaire 
(Paris, 1925), VI, 2390. 
, 
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him. ,,33 
St. Hilary was banished to Phrygia in Asia Minor and 
remained there for four years. During these years he wrote 
his most important work, De Trinitate, and came in contact 
with the allegorical interpretations of Origen. Origen's 
influence on Hilary was profound. He preserved the fragments 
of about twenty homilies of Origen in his writings,34 but 
more importantly "on his return [to Poi tiers he] familiarized 
the Latin world with the allegorical method.n35 As stated, 
this important contribution of St. Hilary to the Latin 
Church can be misleading. In theory he distinguished 
between allegory or extended metaphor and the allegorical 
or spiritual meaning of Scripture. 
Trinitate he speaks of Christ's "use 
allegories 11 36 in the New Testament. 
For example, in his De 
-
of parables and 
He also indicates that 
the Scriptures could receive an allegorical as well as a 
' literal interpretation: "Le fondement de cette methode, 
[of interpretation] pour saint Hilaire, c 1 est la distinction 
33 Pierre de Labriolle, History and Literature of Christi-
anity from Tertullian to Boethius, tr. Herbert Wilson (New 
York, 1924), pp. 239-240. 
3~uasten, II, 47. 
3DDunbar, p. 266. 
36Saint Hilary of Poitiers, tr. Stephan McKenna, C.S.S.R., 
in The Fathers of the Church (New York, 1954), p. 392. 
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entre le texte pris au sens obvie, 'simpliciter intellectus,' 
I I ' 37 
et considere plus a fond, 1 inspectus interius. 1 11 
Unfortunately there is no critical discussion of a 
multiple system of interpretation in his work. In fact, a 
recent study of the vocabulary of St. Hilary in three of 
his most significant treatises reveals that in these works 
he does not use the terminology of the fourfold method.38 
(An examination of his other commentaries also failed to 
uncover this terminology.) 
Because of the above distinction St. Hilary's inter-
pretations in theory are fundamentally the same as Origen 1 s. 
In the use of the literal and allegorical senses of Scripture 
he was consciously following Origen.39 However, in two ways 
he advanced beyond Origen's position: 11 In his commentary on 
the psalms, especially in his Tractatus mysteriorum he has 
made definite the first of the three symbolic levels of 
interpretation [the allegorical] as applying specifically to 
Christ."4° Secondly, in his writings, especially in his 
37Dictionnaire de Th~ologie Catholigue, VI, 2415. 
38Raymond J. Kinnavey, The Vocabulary of St. Hilary of 
Poitiers as Contained in Commentaries in Matthaeum Liber I, 
ad Constantium, and De'frinitate (Washington, D.C., 1935)7 
39Dictionnaire de Th~ologie Catholigue, VI, 2400. 
40Dunbar, p. 266 
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hymns,41 St. Hilary presents clear-cut illustrations of 
typology where, for example, the Old Testament Adam prefigures 
the New Testament Christ: "In the person of the Heavenly 
Adam let us celebrate in song the struggles of the old Adam 
(who was) once of glorious flesh and then of fallen body, 
for tauugh these strug~les Satan was first defeated by the 
new Adam. n42 
It remains for us to demonstrate St. Hilary's use of 
allegory and allegorical interpretation in his writings. An 
illustration of allegory or metaphor occurs in Book I of De 
Trinitate, where he discusses the plan of this work: 
It has been my resolve to publish no half-
finished and ill-considered treatise, lest 
its disorderly array should resemble the 
confused clamor of a mob o~ peasants. 
And since no one can scale a precipice 
unless there be jutting ledges to aid his 
progress to the summit, I have here set 
down in order the primary outlines of our 
ascent, leading our difficult course of 
argument up the easiest path; not cutting 
steps in the face of the rock, but level-
ing it to a gentle slope, that so the 
4l"It should be noted that Hilary was not only the first 
to familiarize the Latin world with this method of symbolism, 
[allegorical interpretation] but was also the founder of 
the 1 Schola Cantorum 1 which continued in corporate existence 
to the close of the fourteenth century, perpetuating the 
method in the language of music known as the Gregorian 
chant." Dunbar, p. 265, n. 73. 
4 2The Hymns of Saint Hilary of Poitiers in the Codex 
Aretinus, tr. Walter N. Myers (Philadelphia--, 1928), pp. 67-
68. 
traveller, almost withput sense of effort, 
may reach the heights.43 
This example is typical of St. Hilary's use of metaphor.44 
In the comparison of two unrelated images, we find some 
element of similarity which maintains the unity of the 
figure. 
The allegorical interpretation permeates the writings 
of St. Hilary. Since he frequently prolongs the allegorical 
interpretation through several paragraphs we will cite in 
full only one illustration45 of his spiritual exegesis: 
••• sed mons domini nullus in terra est: 
omnis enim terra iam pridem per vitia 
hominum maledictis obnoxia est; nam et 
in Adae operibus et in Abel sanguine 
meruit offensam et sub Nee habitantium 
peccatis fuit plena et nunc quoque edita 
et excelsa quaeque montium fanis, templis 
sacrisque maculantur. Ergo non in his 
talibus exspectandus hie mons est. Sed 
ut editissimae humi partes montes nuncupantur, 
ita necesse est in his, quae caelestia sunt, 
maxima atque sublimia sub mentis nomine 
opinari. Et quid sublimius Christo? quid 
excelsius deo nostro? Mons autem eius est 
illud, quod ex homine corpus adsumpsit, in 
43st. Hilary of Poitiers, tr. Rev. E. w. Wilson et al. in 
A Select Library-or Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the 
Christian Church \New York, 1902), IX, 45-46. 
44For other examples see ibid., p. 29 and p. 119. 
45For other examples see his In Evangelium Matthaei 
Commentarius, 14, 7-9; 17, 2; 17, 12-13; Tractatus super 
Psalmas, 14, 5; 56, 2; 65, 26; 134, 15; 146, 11-12 in 
Migne, IX and X. 
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quo nunc habitat et sublimis et excelsus 
super omnem principatum et potestatem et 
omne nomen. Super hunc montem aedificata 
est civitas, quae non possit abscondi, 
quia, sicut ait apostolus, non est aliud 
fundamentum nisi Ohristus. Ergo quia, 
qui Christi aunt, in Christi corpore ante 
constitutionem mundi electi aunt, et 
ecclesia corpus est Christi, et fundamen-
tum aedificationis nostrae Christus est, 
et civitas super montem aedificata: hie 
ille mons est, in quo quaeritur, quia 
possit esse requiescens. In alio quidem 
psalmo de hoc eodem monte sic legimus: 
quia ascendit in montem domini, aut quia 
stabit in loco sancto eius? Et Esaias 
nobis erit testis: et erit in novissimis 
diebus manifestus mons domini, et dicent: 
venite~ ascendamus in montem domini et in 
aedem dei Iabob. Et rursum Paulus: vos 
accessistis ad Sion montem et ad civitatem 
dei viventis Hierusalem. Si ergo requiei 
nostrae spes omnia in Christi est corpore 
et cum in monte sit quiescendum, montem 
non aliud possumus intellegere quam 
corpus, quod suscepit e nobis, ante quod 
deus erat et in quo deus est et per quod 
transfiguravit corpus humilitatis nostrae 
conformatum corpori gloriae suae, si 
tamen et nos vitia corporis nostri cruci 
eius confix~5imus, ut in eius corpore 
re surgamus. 4-
In the above example from his commentary on the Psalms St. 
Hilary finds that the literal interpretation of the "holy 
mountain" is untenable and so he proceeds to indicate that 
the word "mountain" should refer to the most sublime among 
heavenly things since it is the most lofty part of the land. 
But nothing is more sublime than Christ; therefore it is 
46 Migne, IX, 302. 
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evident that the "holy mountain" in which the soul is to 
rest is the human body of Christ. In such allegorical 
interpretation St. Hilary displays his vigorous, and 
usually restrained, imagination. Because he believed that 
exegesis was of the faithful and the 
chastisement 
for the instruction 
of the heretic47 he is nearly always careful 
to avoid fanciful interpretations of Scripture. Thus his 
personality and his purpose were adequate substitutes for a 
set of rules governing exegesis. Later commentators will 
supply rules, but St. Hilary made two important contribu-
tions to the development of the allegorical method: he 
enriched it by new elements while at the same time he 
helped to determine fundamental distinctions which were to 
develop into the fourfold method. "Du point de vue 
I I '-~ exegetique les commentaries ••• presentent un interet particu-
' lar a un double titre: ils comptent parmi les plus anciens 
moments du 
introduire 
, ... 
genre, et ils ont grandement contribue a 
en Occident la ~thode d 1 interpr6tation spiritu-
elle ou alle'gorique, destinee a un si brillant avenir.n48 
47see Labriolle, p. 248, for the relationship between 
"literal exegesis" and Arianism. 
4BDictionnaire de Th~ologie Catholigue, VI, 2413. 
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St. Jerome 
The personality of St. Jerome (c. 347-420) bursts 
forth everywhere in his writings. As one of his recent 
biographers has said: "Among the Fathers of the Church, 
there is no more original writer, none more individual, 
vivid, witty--amusing even--than St. Jerome. He is a born 
writer; fresh, sparkling with verve and malice, with bursts 
of satire and flashes of genius ••• He is also a great scholar 
--in Greek, Hebrew, exegesis, history--a sound critic apart 
from moments of partiality. n49 Most important he was a 
master of translation--not merely a mechanical word-for-word 
transcriber--but a translator who conveyed the mind of the 
original author. His genius in this work was so great that 
his translation of the Scriptures became the commonly 
accepted, or Vulgate, Bible in the Catholic Church. For 
this work he was awarded not only the title of "Doctor of 
the Church," but that of "Doctor Maximus ascris Scripturis 
explanandis"--i.e., the Church's greatest doctor in the 
interpretation of Scripture. 
Saint Jerome was well prepared both by natural gifts 
(he had a thirst for knowledge and a prodigious memory) and 
by training for his scholarly work. He studied at Rome 
49Paul Monceaux, St. Jerome, The Early Years, tr. F. J. 
Sheed (London and New-York, 1933r;-p. v. 
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under the celebrated grammarian, Aelius Donatus. After his 
ordination in Antioch he returned to Rome, where he was 
commissioned to write a translation of Scripture.5° The 
translation of this work would have been, for most men, the 
work of a lifetime, but for St. Jerome it was only one of 
51 his many writings. 
In his exegetical treatises St. Jerome waa influenced 
by both 6rigen and St. Hilary. The connection between 
these commentators and St. Jerome is easy to establis~ by 
references to hia writings. He wrote a life of st. Hilary 
and he translated the homilies of Origen. In general, his 
exegetical method resembles that of the Alexandrians. 
"After e~laining the literal sense, or even without this 
explanation, when he judges the obvious sense to be clear 
enough, he hastens to expound the spiritual message of the 
passage, and this he does almost always in the style of the 
Alexandrian exegetes, in fact frequently in their very words, 
even where he does not explicitly state the source of his 
5°Monceaux, p. 20 f. 
51see Select Letters Qt St. Jerome, tr. F. A. Wright in 
Loeb Classical Library (New York, 1933), pp. xi-xii for a 
list of his writings. 
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quotation. n52 
It is well to emphasize St. Jerome's use of spiritual 
or allegorical interpretations, because it has been errone-
ously believed that since he was concerned with a literal 
translation of the Scriptures he disapproved of the 
allegorical interpretation. 
In reality, in kinship with the feeling 
of the West, he was shocked by the 
apparent contemptin which the East had 
held the meaning of the letter. He felt 
that truth should exist in the literal 
history also, as a basis for the allegory. 
To him, therefore, an accurate translation 
of Scripture was the primary necessity; 
the literal bearing the same relation to 
the spiritual, that the foundation of5~ building bears to the superstructure. 
This comparison of levels of meaning in Scripture to a 
building54 will continue to develop until the time of 
Rabanus Maurus, who will compare the fourfold sense of 
Scripture to the four parts of a building. 
A similar metaphor is used when St. Jerome speaks of 
52 A Monument to Saint Jerome (Essays on Some Aspects of 
His Life, Works and Influence), ed. Francis X. Murphy, 
C.S.S.R. (New York, 1952), p. 52. 
53 Dunbar, p. 267. 
54 11 Caeterum si aut tu volueris, aut spatium fuerit, et 
voluntate nostrae Christus annuerit, spiritale supra 
struendum est aedificium, ut imr,osito culmine, perfecta 
Ecclesiae ornamenta monstremus. 1 Migne, XXIV, 158. Quoted 
by Dunbar, p. 267, n. 81. 
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his principles of exegesis. His interpretation will be 
based on a solid foundation and not on sand, and in his 
exegesis he will act as a judge, weighing the merits of 
previous interpretations.55 Thus his method is eclectic; 
he chooses the best interpretation from all of his readings. 
For example, in the preface to his "Commentary on Zacharias" 
he tells us that he has read the earlier commentaries, 
including an extensive treatise by Origen on this prophet. 
("Scripsit in hunc prophetam Origenes duo volumina. 11 )56 
However, since these commentaries deal only infrequently 
with the literal sense, St. Jerome will combine the literal 
and the allegorical interpretation in his exegesis. This 
he does in a work of about 125 pages. 
St. Jerome's eclectic habit plus his insistence on the 
literal sense as a foundation for the spiritual sense of 
Scripture seem to be the only two rules that underlie his 
exegesis. Thus, when faced with the problem of contradictory 
interpretations in the allegorical meaning Jerome simply 
presents "various opinions without indicating which ones he 
makes his own ••• Now, although several such interpretations 
on one and the same passage may often seem to contradict 
55Migne, XXV, 1418. 
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one another, they can really be all more or less justified. 
For none of them pretends to give the genuine literal sense 
of the passage. 11 57 It is St. Jerome's contemporary, St. 
Augustine, who perceives the need for some rules for Biblical 
exegesis. 
What remains is to demonstrate some instances of St. 
Jerome's exegesis. Jerome's writings abound in allegorical 
interpretations, some of which seem strange to modern ears. 
For example, one of his letters to a young cleric admonishes 
him to seek wisdom. St. Jerome begins by quoting Virgil on 
the subject of wisdom and then turns to Scripture: 
But that I may not seem to quote only 
profane literature, listen to the mystical 
(spiritual or allegoricai] teaching of 
the sacred writings. Once David had been 
a man of war, but at seventy age had 
chilled him so that nothing could make 
him warm. A girl is accordingly sought 
from the coasts of Israel--Abishag the 
Shunamite--to sleep with the king and 
warm his aged frame. (Kings 1.1-4) 
Does it not seem to you--if you keep to 
the letter that~killeth--like some 
farcical story./~ 
Then Jerome presents in vivid contrasts the reasons why the 
57Murphy, p. 73. 
5BSee ibid., p. 69 for a comparison of Augustine and 
Jerome. 
59The Principal Works of St. Jerome, tr. W.H. Fremantle 
in A select Library of Nicene-and Post-Nicene Fathers of 
the-Christian Church-rGrand Rapids, 1954), VI, 89. 
literal interpretation alone will not suffice for this 
passage. Next follows the allegorical interpretation: 
Who, then, is this Shunamite, this wife 
and maid, so glowing as to warm the cold, 
yet so holy as not to arouse passion in 
him whom she warmed? Let Solomon, wisest 
of men, tell us of his father's favorite; 
let the man of peace recount to us the 
embraces of the man of war. 1Get wisdom,' 
he writes, 'get understanding: forget it 
not; neither decline from the words of 
my mouth. Forsake her not and she shall 
preserve thee: love her and she shall 
keep thee. Wisdom is the principal thing, 
therefore, get wisdom, and with all thy 
getting get understanding. Exalt her and 
she shall promote thee. She shall bring 
thee to honor when thou dost embrace her. 
She shall give to thine head an ornament 
of grace: a crowg0of glory shall she deliver to thee.' 
Then follows an example of St. Jerome's reasoning and wide 
erudition. He cites no less than fifteen ancient authors 
including Theophrastus, Plato, Homer and Sophocles to 
substantiate his interpretation of the passage, and he 
concludes by an etymological argument showing that "Abishage 
in its mystic meaning points to the greater wisdom of old 
men."61 
Not all of St. Jerome's allegorical interpretations62 
60 W~rks of St. Jerome, VI, 90. 
61 !M.£.' p. 90. 
62 For other examples of his allegorical interpretation 
see Migne, XXIV, 20; 412; XXV, 1243. 
are as vigorously stated as the above illustration. How-
ever, he continued to use this method while, at the same 
time, insisting on the need for an accurate text. His 
contribution to the development of the fourfold interpreta-
tion was, therefore, very valuable. 
Jerome was probably the first in the Latin 
tradition to recognize possible loss of 
functional truth through neglect of literal 
truth. Jerome and Origen stated opposite 
halves of the belief that scriptural truth 
was imperiled by a lack of understanding 
of the symbolic method--Origen, stressing 
the peril of disregard of the symbolic 
meaning; Jerome, stressing the peril of 
disregard of the literal. On the essential 
functional truth of the letter, both agreed,63 
St. Augustine 
Modern readers have been more interested in Saint 
Augustine (354-430) than any other ancient churchman. Part 
of this interest is due to the wealth of autobiographical 
and biographical information which we have about him. His 
Confessions, Retractions, and the Life of Augustine64 by his 
friend Possidius supply us with more biographical informa-
tion than we have about any other ancient churchman. 
The life of St. Augustine is not the only reason for 
6Jounbar, p. 268. 
~igne, XXXII. 
contemporary interest in him. His writings, his system of 
grace and his influence in history have been studied and, 
although there are different estimates of his scholarship, 
I believe that Schaff sums up the majority opinion when he 
says: "a philosophical and theological genius of the first 
order, dominating, like a pyramid, antiquity and the succeed-
ing ages ••• Compared with the great philosophers of past 
centuries and modern times, he is the equal of them all; 
among theologians he is undeniably the first, and such has 
been his influence that none of the Fathers, Scholastics or 
Reformers has surpassed it.n65 
Saint Augustine "delights in finding mystical or 
allegorical interpretations.n66 His most noteworthy study 
of this system is found in his Christian Instruction. Since 
this book is the most important early Latin study of 
hermeneutics, it demands our close attention. St. Augustine 
begins by setting forth his purpose in this treatise: 
There are several norms for expanding 
Scripture. These I am convinced can be 
profitably presented to those devoted to 
the study of this subject, so that they 
may benefit, not only by acquiring 
knowledge from others who have unveiled 
the mysteries of sacred writings; but 
65Philip Schall, History of the Christian Church as quoted 
in Catholic Encyclopedia, II-,-8~ 
66Ibid., p. 90. 
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by disclosing these mysteries to others 
themselves. I am undertaking to transmit 
these princip:Ie s to those '!We are able 
and willing to grasp them. 
Books II and III of Christian Instruction specifically 
deal with principles or rules for the interpretation of 
Scripture. In Book II Augustine treats of the ambiguities 
of certain passages in Scripture. He first considers various 
kinds of signs. "A sign is a thing which, apart from the 
impression that it presents to the senses, causes of itself 
68 
some other thing to enter our thoughts." There are two 
kinds of signs according to St. Augustine: 
These signs are either literal or 
figurative. They are literal where they 
are employed to signify those things for 
which they were instituted. When we say 
1bos' we mean an ox ••• Signs are figura-
tive when the very things which we 
signify by the literal term are applied 
to some other meaning; for example, w.e 
say 1bos 1 and recognize by that word an 
ox to which we usually give that name, 
but again under the figure of the ox, we 
recognize a teacher of the gospel. This 
is intimated by Holy Scripture, accord-
ing to the interpretation of the Apostle 
in the text: 1Thou should not muzzle 
the ox tha~9treads out the grain.' (I Cor. ix.9) 
67 Saint Augustine, Christian Instruction, tr. John J. Gavi-
gan, O.S.A. in Writings of~· Augustine (New York, 1947), 
p. 19. 
68Ibid. ' p 0 61. 
69Ibid., p. 72. 
The first sign or sense clearly applies to literal interpre-
tation; the second or figurative sense includes the spiritual 
interpretation. 
The only theoretical discussion of four levels of 
meaning in St. Augustine's writing is in connection with 
the Old Testament. He believes that the Old Testament has 
been handed down in a fourfold way: according to history, 
according to aetiology, according to analogy and according 
to allegory. These four meanings he explains as follows: 
Things are handed down according to 
history, when the teaching concerns 
what has been written or done and 
what has not been done, but only 
written as though it were done; 
~ccording to aetiology, when the 
reason is given as to why anything 
has been done or said; according to 
analogy, when it is shown that the 
two Testaments, the Old and New, are 
not opposed to each other; according 
to allegory, when one is taught that 
certain writings are not to be taken 
according to the letter ~Bt are to be 
understood figuratively. 
When discussing St. Thomas Aquinas and his synthesis of 
various levels of meaning, we shall show how he relates the 
first three of these divisions (history, aetiology, and 
analogy) to the literal sense. According to St. Thomas the 
fourth division, allegory, stands for the three spiritual 
meanings--the allegorical, the moral, and the anagogical. 
70
st. Augustine, The Advanta~e of Believing, tr. Luanne 
Meagher, O.S.B. (New York, 1947 , pp. 396-397 
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Here it need only be indicated, as we shall soon demonstrate, 
that St. Augustine does use the literal, allegorical, moral, 
and anagogical senses in his commentaries. But first we 
would like to consider a significant contribution which St. 
Augustine made to the development of the fourfold method. 
St. Augustine insisted on the correct application of 
the literal and spiritual meanings. In order to do so he 
believed that some principles or rules were required. In 
Book I of his Christian Instruction he sets forth a general 
rule which will be used as a guide for later interpreta-
tions: "Therefore, the summary of all that has been said ••• 
is that we are to realize that the plenitude and the end of 
the law and of all Sacred Scripture is the love of a thing 
(?}o£1 which is to be enjoyed and the love of another thing 
which can enjoy that first thing with us {!leighbor:J. n7l 
From this great principle Saint Augustine draws two 
conclusions. First, "a man who relies upon faith, hope and 
charity and resolutely holds fast to them does not need the 
Scriptures, except to teach others. n72 Secondly, "When 
anyone recognizes that 'the end of the precept is charity 
from a pure heart and a good conscience and faith unfeigned' 
7lChristian Instruction, p, 56 
72 5 Ibid., p. 9· 
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(I Tim. 1.5) and proposes to refer his whole comprehension 
of Sacred Scriptures to these three virtues, he may approach 
the interpretation of those books fearlessly.n73 
In a passage where it is not certain if the interpre-
tation should be literal or allegorical, the true meaning 
is the one which promotes Christian action or nourishes 
the faith. Wherever possible the literal sense must be 
understood; in all other instances the allegorical method 
must be used. Augustine is not suggesting a new method of 
interpretation; he took over the allegorical method of the 
Alexandrians, but he provided a firm anchor (and a very 
influential principle) for Scriptural interpretation. One 
commentator says that St. Augustine "was the greatest 
spiritual 
death. n74 
power in the Church for centuries after his 
As late as the beginning of the thirteenth 
century, for example, Augustine's rule that spiritual 
interpretation of Scripture should conform either to charity, 
or to faith, was influential in Scriptural exegesis. Peter 
of Poitiers in his Allegoriae Super Tabernaculum Moysis 
reiterates Augustine's rule. He says: 
The contemplation of truth is founded 
in the knowledge and love of God. This 
73christian Instruction, p. 60. 
74Hans H. Glunz, Hi(tory of the Vulgate in England t!:£!! 
Alcuin to Roger Bacon London, 1933), pp. 5=Q. 
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knowledge of God is either obscure or 
enigmatical in the world, full and clear 
(comprehensiva) in heaven. The alle-
gorical sense of Scripture relates to 
our present enigmatical knowledge, the 
anagogical to our future full, clear 
knowledge, since through it we glimpse 
what is in store for us in the life to 
come. On the other hand, good morals 
are judged of and valued in reference 
to the love of God and neighbor. To 
this charity pertains the moral or 
tropological sense of Scripture. The 
enigmatical knowledge, of which our 
author here speaks, is nothing other 
than faith; hence he refers the three 
spiritual senses of Scripture to faith 
and charity. And consequently the 
spiritual interpretation of any biblical 
text should conform to one or the other 
of them. r5 
Later exegetes also took up Augustine's insistence on 
the literal reality of signs and formulated another rule 
for Scriptural interpretation. This rule demanded that the 
literal sense be a basis for the spiritual senses. For 
example, Hugh of St. Victor, as we shall see, insisted that 
the literal sense should be the foundation of spiritual 
interpretation.76 
A third rule, which is also reflected in St. Augus-
tine's commentaries, is stated by a modern scholar when he 
75Philip s. Moore, The Works of Peter of Poitiers in 
Publications in Mediev~Studies-cNotre Dame, Indiana; 
1936), p. 73. 
76Migne, GXXYI, 799. 
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discusses the application of the allegorical method: 
Cet image etait, en effet, somnis'a 
certaines regles et a certaines 
methodes qui limitaient les fan-
taisies du commentateur ••• Hughues 
de Saint-Victor les r~~ete apres 
lui dans son Didascalion, en les 
impruntant, mot pour mot, nos pas au 
De Doctrina Christiana, mais au De 
~nasi ad litteram (Patrologia --
Latina,-xtxrv, 262) du m@me docteur. 
Ces r~gles il les donne, il est vrai, 
a propos de la 1 sententia 1 , mais . 
nous avons vu que la sententia cor-
respondait a l'allegoria ••• Si pour 
un m~me texte plusiers 1 sententiae' 
satisfont a cette ex~gence, il 
convient de choiser cella qui est 
conforme ~ la pens~e de 1 1 ~crivain, 
on qui du moins n'y contradit pas. 
Si enfin, apres cela, il reate encore 
plusieurs explications orthodoxes, on 
peut choisir celle que l'on veut, en 
, / 
s'attachont, tontefois, de preference 
aux ex~lications donnees par les 
P6r~s.71 
The third rule which required the exegete to follow 
the Patristic interpretation or, if he made a new inter-
pretation, to have it agree with orthodox tradition, not 
only tended to limit the allegorical interpretation but 
created a problem of determining sources. So much literary 
borrowing, frequently without acknowledg¢ment of sources, 
was done during the Middle Ages that it is, at times, 
impossible to identify the original author. It is not 
uncommon for a medieval co~~entator to borrow without 
77 Robert, p. 111. 
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acknowledgement or to borrow with such a passing reference 
"as others have said," or to say that he is "giving the 
interpretation known to all. n78 
A fourth rule which Saint Augustine does not 
specifically mention but which he uses in his commentaries 
is that obscure or difficult passages in Scripture should, 
in general, be explained by use of other texts. St. Thomas 
Aquinas following Augustine and referring directly to 
Augustine's Christian Instruction gives a specific statement 
of this rule. 79 Saint Augustine illustrates this "con-
cordance" of texts when he explains I Peter iv.lO: 
For the Church is 1His body' (Eph. 
1.23), and is also s~oken of as His 
Spouse (Eph. 5.23 ff), as Apostolic 
teaching shows us. Therefore He 
consolidates His body, although it 
is composed of many members which 
do not have the same functions (Rom. 
12.4) by a bond of unity and charity 
--its health, so to speak. In addi-
tion, He disciplines it now and 
cleanses it with certain afflictions 
which act as medicines, so that, when 
it has been drawn forth from this 
world (Gal. 1.4) to eternity, He may join to Himself as His Spouse lthe 
Church not having spot or wri~51e or 
any such thing. 1 (Eph. 5. 27) 
78Beryl Smalley, "Stephen Langton and the Four Senses of 
Scripture," Specl!lum, VI (1931), 60-76. 
79sancte Thomae Aquinatis, Opera Omnia (Parmae, 1856), IX, 
562. 
8
°Christian Instruction, p. 62. 
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The first sentence of the above excerpt not only 
illustrates the third rule of following Patristic tradition, 
but it is the allegorical interpretation of the text. The 
moral or tropological interpretation is in the lesson of 
consolidating and disciplining the Church, and these 
interpretations lead to the anagogical interpretation of 
Christ joining to Himself His Spouse (the Church) in 
eternity. 
The final rule of Biblical interpretation which 
Augustine touched upon in his discussion of signs (above) 
suggests "the interpretations should be based on the 
qualities or properties of the prefigurative reality, 1181 
Perhaps the best illustration of this rule is seen in the 
distinctio, which will be considered below. Obviously an 
ingenious commentator could fashion many spiritual inter-
pretations based on "the qualities or properties of the 
prefigurative reality. 11 82 Hence St. Augustine finds it 
necessary to warn against unreasonable interpretations: 
"We must be on our guard against giving interpretations 
which are hazardous or 
the word of God to the 
8\ioore, p. 75. 
82see above. 
opposed to science, and so exposing 
ridicule of unbelievers. 1183 
B3De Genes! ad litteram, I, xix, xxi, especially n. 39. 
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John Cassian 
John Cassian (c. 360 - c. 435) is best known as the 
monk who introduced the rules of Eastern monasticism into 
the West. However, he also wrote two works, the Institutes 
and Conf~rences, 84 which influenced later writers and 
helped to secure his reputation as an expert on monasticism. 
Unfortunately his writings have received inadequate study, 
so that it is difficult to determine the full import of 
his work. However, it has been said that "His work has 
permanently influenced the Christian life and culture of 
Europe through its effect upon the form and diffusion of 
the western ascetic movement. 11 85 
Both the Institutes and Conferences deal with 
monasticism. The former treats of the external rules and 
customs of the coenobia; the latter with the spiritual 
training of monks. The Conferences contain twenty-four 
discussions on this general topic, and it has been 
suggested that Cassian deliberately chose to write only 
84The full titles of these works are: De institutis 
coenobiorum et de octo principalium citiorum libri XII, 
and Collationes ~· The only other work of Cassian is 
a refutation of the Nestorian heresy, De Incarnations 
Domini contna Nestorium libri VII. Migne, IXL. 
85owen Chadwick, John Cassian, A Sfudy in Primitive 
Monasticism (Cambridge;-1950), p. ~. 
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twenty-four discussions because of the allegorical signifi-
cance of the number. "Why are they (the conferences] 
twenty-four in number? Because, apparently, the number 
corresponds mystically to the twenty-four elders in the 
Apocalypse who fall down before the throne to worship God 
--hence his writing is an act of worship."86 
In works dealing with the rules of monasticism it 
would be surprising to find any evidence of the spiritual 
interpretation of Scripture. However, in "Conference XIV" 
Cassian discusses spiritual knowledge (t~~qreticen)87 which 
is related to the interpretation of Scripture. Cassian 
begins by defining the two types of knowledge: practical, 
"which is brought out by an improvement of morals and 
purification from faults, [and spiritual or theoretica:l] 
which consists in the contemplation of things Divine and 
88 the knowledge of most sacred things." In Chapter Eight 
86 Chadwick, p. 28. 
8711Theoreticen, sive theoricam scientiam, refert hie 
abbas potissimum ad cognitionem seu intelligentiam et 
interpretationem sacarum Scripturarum, quam docet esse 
duplicem,·nempe historicam sive litteralem, et mysticam 
si ve spiri tualem." Migne, !XL. 
88A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of 
the Christian Church, 2nd Ser., ed. Philip Sch~ff and Henry 
Wire (New York, 1894), XI, 435. 
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he further subdivides theoretical knowledge: "'Theoretical' 
is divided into two parts, i.e., the historical interpre-
tation and the spiritual sense ••• But of spiritual knowledge 
(intelligentiam spiritalem) there are three kinds, trope-
logical, allegorical, anagogical.n89 Cassian then proceeds 
to define each of the four senses: "And so history embraces 
the knowledge of things past and visible ••• but to the 
allegory belongs wh~t follows, for what actually happened 
is said to have prefigured the form of some mystery ••• But 
the anago~cal sense rises from spiritual mysteries even to 
still more sublime and sacred secrets of heaven ••• The 
tropological sense is the moral explanation which has to 
do with improvement of life and practical teaching. rr90 
In the above excerpt I have omitted the brief 
illustrations which Cassian uses in order to give the 
following more complete example of his interpretation: 
89 
And so these four previously mentioned 
figures coalesce, if we desire, in one 
subject, so that one and the same 
Jerusalem can be taken in four senses: 
historically, as the city of the Jews; 
allegorically, as the Church of Christ; 
anagogically, as the heavenly city of 
God 'which is the mother ot us all,' 
Nicene Fathers, XI, 937. 
90ibid., pp. 438-439. 
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tropologically, as the soul of man, 
which is frequently subject to praise 
or blqf from the I.ord under this 
title. '1 
The above example, as we shall see, will be used by 
other commentators on the fourfold interpretation of 
Scripture. The following example in which Cassian comments 
upon the text of I Corinthians xiv.6 is unusual in that he 
relates the different methods of knowing to the fourfold 
sense of Scripture: 
1 But now, brethren, if I come to you 
speaking with tongues what shall I 
profit you unless I speak to you 
either by revelation, or by knowledge 
or by prophecy or by doctrine.' For 
'revelation' belongs to allegory 
whereby what is concealed under the 
historical narrative is revealed in 
its spiritual sense and interpreta-
tion ••• But the knowledge, which is in 
the same way mentioned by the Apostle, 
is tropological, as by it we can by a 
careful study see of all things that 
have to do with practical discernment 
whether they are useful and good ••• so 
'prophecy' which the Apostle puts in 
the third place, alludes to the 
anagogical sense by which the words 
are applied to things future and 
invisible ••• But 'doctrine' unfolds 
the simple course of historical 
exposition, under which is contained 
no more secret sense, but what is 
9lNicene Fathers, XI, 435 • 
• 
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declared by the very words.92 
Cassian proceeds to instruct the monks, telling 
them how they may embrace the system of true knowledge 
contained in the Scriptures. He does not, as Augustine 
did, give them specific rules for the interpretation. 
However, the passage which I have just cited reveals that 
Cassian in both theory and practice was following a set 
of rules which corresponds to the rules of Augustine. For 
example, in the interpretation of "Jerusalem" Cassian 
indicates that the spiritual or allegorical interpreta-
tions must be based on the literal sense. Secondly, in 
his relating of "doctrine" and literal sense he suggests 
that exegesis must conform to Augustine's rule of Faith. 
Thirdly, Cassian attempts to explain difficult texts93 
by reference to other biblical passages. Obviously Cassian, 
one of the Fathers of the Church, would not be emphasizing 
the need for Patristic authority in interpretation of 
Scripture. He was helping to form a tradition and his 
work therefore is significant for our purposes. In fact, 
Dunbar claims in a passing reference that John Cassian gave 
92Nicene Fathers, p. 438. 
93Ibid., PP· 438-439· 
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the 11f'irst clear statement of the method 11 94 of fourf'old 
interpretation. 
94 4 Dunbar, p. 98. 
CHAPTER III 
THE FOURFOLD METHOD IN THE ENGLISH MIDDLE AGES 
Saint Bede 
A modern critic of Saint Bede in an essay commemorating 
the twelfth centenary of Bade's death indicates by means of 
a warning the importance of the allegorical method in his 
writing: "A reader who has no taste for allegory had 
better leave Bede's commentaries alone, for he will certain-
ly misunderstand his author and probably do real injustice 
1 to his intelligence." 
Modern readers unfortunately know Bede as the author 
of one book, a scholarly history entitled The Ecclesiastical 
History of ~ English Nation2 but Bede emphasized in his 
writing that his most important and voluminous works were 
on the interpretation of Scripture. At the end of The 
Ecclesiastical History he writes a note about himself and 
his work: 
1Rev. Claude Jenkins, "Bade as Exegete and Theologian," 
in Bede, His Life, Times and Writings (Essays in 
Commemoration of the twelfth centenary of his death), ed. 
A. Hamilton Thompson (Oxford, 1935), p. 180. 
2The Miscellaneous Works of Venerable Bede in the 
Original Latin Accompanied by a Life of the Author:-tr. 
Rev. J. A. Giles (London, 1843), II-III. 
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Bede, the servant of Go~ and priest of the 
monastery of the blessed apostles, Peter 
and Paul, which is at Weremouth and Jarrow; 
who being born in the territory of that 
same monastery, was given, at seven years 
of age, to be educated by the most 
reverend Abbot Benedict, and afterwards by 
Ceolfrid; and spending all the remaining 
time of my life in that monastery, I 
wholly applied myself to the study of 
Scripture, and amidst the observance of 
regular discipline, and the daily care of 
singing in the Church, I always took 
delight in learning, teaching, and writing. 
In the nineteenth year of my age, I re-
ceived deacon's orders; in the thirtieth, 
those of the priesthood, both of them by 
the ministry of the most reverend Bishop 
John, and by order of the Abbot Ceolfrid. 
From which time, till the fifty-ninth year 
of my age, I have made it my business, for 
the use of me and mine, to compile out of 
the works of the venerable Fathers, and to 
interpre; and explain according to their 
meaning. 
A record of Bade's writings indicates that he carried 
out his purpose. A recent listing of his work shows that 
approximately twenty of Bade's treatises are devoted to 
Scriptural exegesis,4 In these exegetical works Bede 
emphasized the allegorical method. For example, in the 
following passage Bede not only defined the four methods 
of interpreting Scripture, but he also gave illustrations 
3Giles, p. 313. 
4see Sister M. Thomas Aquinas Carroll, The Venerable 
Bede: His Spiritual Teachings (Washington, D. C,, 1946), 
p. 32 f. 
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of each method: 
••• quia quadriformi ratione omnis divinorum 
eloquiorum series distinguitur. In libris 
aamque omnibus sanctis intueri oportet, 
quae ibi aeterna intimentur, quae facta 
narrentur, quae future praenuntientur, 
quae agenda praecipiantur vel moneantur ••• 
quia verbo coelestis oraculi, vel historico 
intellectu, vel allegorico, vel tropologico, 
id est, moral!, vel certe anagogico solent 
accipi. Historia namque est, cum res 
aliqua quomodo secundum litteram facta 
aive dicta sit, plano sermone refertur: 
quomodo populus Israel ex Aegypto salvatus, 
tabernaculum Domino fecisse in deserto 
narratur. Allegoria est, cum verbis, sive 
rebus mysticis praesentia Christi et Ec-
clesiae sacramenta signantur: verbis 
videlicet, ut Esaias ait: 1Egredietur 
virga de radice Jesse, et flor de radice 
ejus ascendet 1 (Esa. xi). Quod est operte 
dicere: Naacetur virgo Maria de stirpe 
David, et Christus de stirpe ejus orietur. 
Rebus autem, ut populus de Aegystia ser-
vitute per sanguinem agni salvatus. 
Ecclesiam significat, passione Christo a 
daemonica donunatione liberatam. Tropo-
logia, id est moralis locutio, ad insti-
tutionem et correctionem morum, siver 
apertis seu figuratis prolate sermonibus 
respisit. Apertis videlicet, ut Joannes 
admonet dicens: 1 Filiol1 mei, non 
diligamus verbo nee lingua, sed opere et 
veritate 1 (I Joan. 3). Figuratis vero, 
ut Salomon ait: 1 0mni tempore sint 
vestimenta tua candida, et oleum de capite 
tuo non deficiat' (Ecole. ix). Quod est 
aperte dicere: Omni tempore sint opera 
tua munda, et choritas de corde tuo non 
deficiat. Anagogae, id est, ad superiors 
ducens, locutio eat, quae de praemiis 
futuris, et ea quae in coelis est vita 
future, sive mysticis seu apertis ser-
monibus disputat. Apertis scilicet, ait: 
1Beati mundo corde, quoniam ipsi Deum 
videbunt' (Matth. v). Mysticis vero, ut: 
1 Beat1 qui levant stolas suas, ut sit 
potestas illis in ligno vitae, et per 
portas intrent in civitatem' (Apoc. xxii). 
61 
Quod est patentur dicere: Beati qui mundant 
cogitationes et actus, ut potestatem habeant 
videndi Dominum Christum qui ait: 'Ego sum 
via et veritas et cita;' et per doctrinam 
at~ue exempla praec~dentium patrum intrent 
in regnun coelorum.~ 
St. Bede does not look upon himself as an innovator in 
exegesis. Rules for the interpretation of Scripture had 
been established by earlier authorities, especially 
Augustine and Tyconius; and Bede, the earliest important 
exegete in Bngland, was well aware that he was following 
these commentators. For example, he set down the rules of 
Tyconius as a preface to his commentary on the Apocalypse, 6 
and he follows the five rules which we discussed in connec-
tion with St. Augustine. 
The first of the rules stated that a spiritual 
interpretation of Scripture should conform either to charity 
or faith. In his "Epistle to Acca," Bade in adhering to 
this rule said: "Spero autem, superna donante gratia, quia 
nee textui propheticae lectionis nee rationi catholicae 
fidei sint inconvenientia quae de ea disputans scripsi. 11 7 
To Bede, as to St. Augustine, spiritual interpretations 
were to conform to the doctrines of the Church. 
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5Patrologie Latine, ed. Jacques P. Migne (Parisiis, 1844), 
!XC, 410-411. For other examples of Bede's exegesis see Giles, 
VI, 96 f. 
~igne, XIIIC, 132-133. 
7Ibid., XIVC, 709. 
The second rule required that spiritual interpretation 
be based on the literal meaning. Bede in general follows 
this rule in his exegesis, although in dealing with the 
interpretation of the Old Testament he is apt to ignore the 
literal interpretation and concentrate his attention on the 
spiritual interpretation. 8 However, he does subscribe to 
this rule in principle, saying that the allegorical 
interpretations should be based on the "truth of 
history. 119 
The third rule, which required the exegete to follow, 
in general, the Patristic interpretations, can be illus-
trated easily in Bede' s writing: "For Bede 1 s actual method 
of work, the studies of the Fathers are all important. He 
never 
steps 
tires of repeating 
10 
of the Fathers. ' 
that he is walking in the 'foot-
His preference for St. Ambrose, 
St. Augustine, St. ~erome, and St. Gregory has already been 
noted as exercising the first considerable influence which 
helped to label these men as the four Latin Doctors. 11 But 
Bcarroll, p. 33. 
9Migne, !XC, 131. 
10 Carroll, p. 29. 
11 2 Ibid., p. 9· 
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Bede was no slavish imitator of the Fathers. 11His was the 
older and more naive point of view that the Fathers were 
excellent commentators on the Bible, but without an 
exceedingly prominent position in history.nl2 It was 
Alcuin, the chief educational expert of Charlemagne, who 
seemed to have regarded for the first time the binding 
authority of the Fathers. 
The fourth rule required the exegete to interpret 
obscure or difficult passages in Scripture by the use of 
other texts. St. Bede thus resolved the literal difficulty 
of the carnal commands of the Old Testament by interpreting 
them spiritually in reference to the other texts. 13 
The final rule suggested that the spiritual interpre-
tation should be based on the ~ualities of the prefigurative 
reality. A good example of this rule and a classic illus-
tration of the spiritual interpretation is Bade's exegesis 
of verse one of Psalm 1~7 in which he bases his interpreta-
tion on the reality of the city of Jerusalem: 
Ut enim unum demus exemplum, Psalmista 
dicit: 1 Lauda, Jerusalem, Dominum' 
(Ps. 1~7.1); quod juxta litteram quidem 
elves urbis illius, in qua templum Dei 
12Hans H. Glunz, History of the Vulgate in England from 
Alcuin i£ Roger Bacon (London, 193~ p. 80. 
13 Carroll, p. 27. 
6~ 
erat, ad laudes ei dicendas hortatur. At 
vero juxta allegorium Jerusalem Ecclesia 
Christi est toto orbe diffusa; item juxta 
tropologiam, id est, moralem sensum, anima 
quaeque sancta Jerusalem recte vocatur; 
item juxta anagogen, id est, intelligentiam 
ad superiora ducentem, Jerusalem habitatio 
est patriae coelestis, quae ef
4
angelis 
sanctis et hominibus constat. 
St. Bede's position on interpretation of Scripture was 
thoroughly orthodox. He not only interpreted Scripture 
according to the fourfold method and according to the rules 
of earlier co~mentators but, like Augustine, he also warns 
15 
against heretical and artificial interpretations. Only 
in his attitude towards the Fathers does he deviate from 
the counsels of earlier writers. 
Alcuin 
During the Middle Ages the man who was erroneously 
thought to have been Bede 1 s pupil, Alcuin, was perhaps the 
first to have regarded "the patristic heritage as authorita-
tive and binding." 16 
. Alcuin (c. 730-804) is best known today as an educator 
who first attracted attention by his teaching in the school 
1~igne, XIC, 1142. 
l5Ibid., XIVC, 699, 
16Glunz, p. 81 
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at York, England, and later became the chief educational 
reformer under Charlemagne on the continent. However, 
Alcuin, like so many of the men involved in the Carolingian 
renaissance, was a man of many abilities. He was an 
Aristotelian philosopher, 
17 defender of the Faith, 
a rhetorician, grammarian, 
poet and biblical exegete. 18 As 
a E[blical commentator Alcuin has been adversely criticized 
because of his lack of originality. 19 Such a criticism, 
however, lacks historical perspective for two reasons. 
First, there was by the end of the eighth century a blending 
of "the two principles of Patristic authority and logical 
realism. 1120 Such a blending left 11 ttle room for innova-
tions by Scriptural commentators. Alcuin, for example, in 
21 his commentary on the Psalms follows Augustine. In his 
commentary on Genesis22 he makes use of the work of Isidore 
of Seville on the same subject. His Commentariorum in 
17Ralph B. Page, The Letters of Alcuin (New York, 1909), 
p. 30. 
18Francis Monnier, Alcuin et Son Influence Litteraire, 
Religieuse et Politigue (Pari87 Iff>3), p. 253. 
19Page, p. 30. 
20Glunz, p. 87. 
21Migne, c, 569. 
22Ibid., p. 515. 
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Apocalypsin23 follows St. Bede's commentary on the Apocalypse. 
Secondly, it seems that Alcuin, as a teacher, was seeking to 
obtain a uniform and aurhoritative basis for his educational 
endeavor. This educational process has been described by 
Glunz: 
In the eyes of these scholars lecturing to 
their pupils on the Bible, the text pure 
and simple was considered to be something 
incomplete, only one half of a complete 
whole, mere sounds and words. It was to 
be complemented by the other half, the 
sense and meaning of the words as con-
tained in the expositions of the Fathers. 
This was the real substance, as important 
as the outwardness· of the word itself. On 
the contrary, the text was worthless, 
unless one was in possession of the inner 
meaning. It was the characteristic mark 
of biblical studies in the school of 
Alcuin and his successors (and, we might 
venture to generalize, of all scholasti-
cism) that a literary work, which today 
we are accustomed to conceive of as an 
undivided and indivisible unity, with the 
sense indissolubly wedded to the sound, 
was thought of as composed of a duality 
of word and sense, of outward text and 
inward meaning. The text was, as it were, 
a mask rather hiding the true meaning from 
the inquiring student than revealing it. 
The meaning had bo be approached by way of 
the Fathers. The word of the text called 
for its coordinate sense, and this latte~4 was to be found in patristic exposition. 
23Migne, C, 1085. 
24Glunz, pp. 84-85. 
This duality had a profound effect upon hermeneutics 
for it gave to the words of Scripture a powerful realism,25 
and it strengthened the Patristic tradition as a guiding 
principle for interpretation of Scripture. It is also 
fundamental to an understanding of the difference between 
the allegorical method and allegory in the sense of 
personification of abstractions. The difference between 
these two types of medieval symbolism depends on the fact 
that the allegorical method, as we have already indicated, 
had a basis in the world of reality, while the "personifi-
cation allegory, on the other hand, lacks this basis in 
the world of scientific reality. One does not meet on the 
street such figures as My Lord Understanding and Captain 
Patience, nor does one expect through study of their 
personalities to learn more of understanding and of 
patience, because that which constitutes their personali-
ties is that which is known already about understanding and 
patience."26 The distinction between these two types of 
allegory is basic to an understanding of medieval symbolism. 
Alcuin is highly indebted to Bede in both the form and 
content of his exegesis. Like Bede he was enamored 
25 Glunz, p. 86. 
26 H. Flanders Dunbar, Symbolism in Medieval Thought ~ 
Its Consummation in the Divine Comedi (New Haven, 1929), p. 5oo. ---
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especially of the spiritual or allegorical interpretation. 
For example, in his Interpretationes Nominum Hebraicorum 
he devotes about twenty-five lines to the interpretatio 
litterales27 and about two pages to the interpretatio 
28 
allegorica and approximately two and one-half pages to 
interpretatio moralis, 29 More than one modern critic has 
attempted to explain this fondness for the spiritual senses 
on the part of Bede and Alcuin,3° Consensus of opinion 
seems to be that "the northern imagination, bred amid the 
lingering myths and legends of Anglo-Saxon barbarism11 3l was 
responsible for this tendency of Anglo-Saxon commentaries 
to prefer the allegorical senses. Regardless of the reason 
Alcuin abounds in spiritual interpretations,32 In following 
Bede, Alcuin also adhered to the rules of exegesis set up 
by earlier commentators. A striking example, for instance, 
27Migne, C, 726. 
28Ibid., 725-728. 
29 Ibid., 728-734. 
30See Page, p. 31 or Monnier, p. 155. 
31 Page, p. 31. 
32For other examples of his spiritual exegesis see Migne, 
C, 639 f. and 665 f. 
or how Alcuin attempted to follow the rule that a dirricult 
or obscure passage in Scripture is to be explained in 
rererence to other texts occurs in Alcuin's letter to 
Charlemagne,33 
Alcuin's inrluence continued to be exercised in his 
pupils, who not only carried on the master's allegorical 
interpretations but alao his insistence on patristic 
authority. For example: 
Angelomus, a monk or Luxeuil (c. 855), 
ramous ror his Commentaries on Genesis, 
Kings, and the Song or Solomon, con-
reseed in a letter to the Emperor 
Lothar that he had learned his method 
or biblical exposition in Lothar's 
palace school (established by Alcuin] • 
He, too, regarded it as the essence or 
exegesis to get to the root or the 
words by rinding out their real, i.e., 
spiritual, sense which contained the 
religious truths. This real or 
spiritual sense he believed to be 
contained
4
in the writings or the 
Fathers.3 
Rabanus Maurus 
But the most outstanding and one or the most raithrul 
pupils or Alcuin was Rabanus or Fulda (776-856). In ract 
ror some time arter the death or Alcuin, Rabanus was con-
33see Page, p. 33 
34Glunz, pp. 83-84. 
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sulted as if he had been Alcuin. 35 Like Alcuin he was 
interested in writing commentaries that would be useful in 
teaching, 36 and in these commentaries he used the fourfold 
method of interpretation. Perhaps the fullest statement 
of this method in his writings is found in the prologue of 
his Allegoriae in Universam Sacrum Scripturam.37 Here he 
first states that Scripture has four meanings: "Has namque 
quatuor intelligentias, videlicet historiam, allegoriam, 
tropologiam, anagogiam. n38 Then he discusses each of these 
meanings, finally arriving at what is now the usual defini-
tion for his time: 111 Historia 1 namque perfectorum exempla 
quae narrat, legentem ad imitationem sanctitatis excitat; 
1 allegoria' in fidei revelatione ad cognitionem veritatis; 
'tropologia' in instructione morum ad amorem virtutis; 
'anagogia' in manifestatione sempiternorum gaudiorum ad 
desiderium aeternae felicitatis.n39 Then Rabanus concludes 
by pointing out the fundamental position of the literal or 
35Monnier, p. 187. 
36 Migne, CVII, 43-
37 Ibid., CXII, 850 f. 
381M!!·' GXII, 849· 
39rbid., GXII, 849· 
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historical meaning: "In nostrae ergo animae demo 1historia 1 
fundamentum ponit, 1 allegoria 1 parietes erigit, 1 anagogia 1 
tectum supponit, 1 tropologia 1 vero tam interius per 
affectum quam exterius per affectum boni operis, variis 
ornatibus despingit. 114° 
Rabanus Maurus made full use of this method in his 
work. A modern critic has shown that Rabanus liked to make 
catalogues of the spiritual meanings of a word.41 In addi-
tion to these catalogues according to the spiritual senses 
he also left seven Latin volumes of writings which are 
mainly concerned with the interpretation of Scripture. 
Rabanus follows the rules for the interpretation of 
Scripture--rules which by now have become commonplace. The 
exegete, says Rabanus, must follow the rule of faith42 which 
4o Migne, CXII, 849· 
41see Dunbar, p. 274 where she lists the allegorical, 
tropological, and anagogical meanings which Rabanus Maurus 
gives for the word "sun." 
42 Migne, CVII, 4o6. 
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was formulated by Augustine.43 Hia spiritual exegesis must 
be based upon the literal meaning of the passage.44 The 
interpreter, Rabanus states, should follow, in general, the 
commentaries of the Fathers. Like his teacher Alcuin, 
Rabanus frequently emphasizes the need of Patristic tradi-
tion by stating that the Fathers are the authorities upon 
whom the Biblical commentator should lean.45 Rabanus 
believes that the Fathers revealed the reality of the Bible 
which is hidden beneath its words. Thus the duality of 
Alcuin continues to be a basic assumption in the writings 
of his pupil. 
Even though the rules for the interpretation of 
Scripture had by the time of Rabanus become commonplace, it 
is important to realize the value of these rules in hermeneu-
tics and 11 terary critic ism. "But they &he principles of 
interpretation] formed the first generally applicable method 
of hermeneutics, and let it not be omitted, of textual 
43"Raban Maur, ainsi qu'il le declare lui-m~me, ne fait, 
dans la premi~re partie du troiai~me livre duDe Clericorum 
Institutione que resumer, en en (sic] donnant des etraits, 
les id6es expos~es par Saint 4ugustine dans De Doctrina 
Christiani." G. Robert, Les Ecoles et l'Ensei~nement de la 
Th~ologie Pendant la Premlire Moiti~ du XII Si cle (Paris:-
1909), p. 101. -- -----
~igne, CVII, 389. 
45Ibid., CVII, 413. 
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criticism. For these subjects are closely interwoven, 
because they are two different aspects of the realist theory 
of language." 46 
Safeguarded by rules and grounded in reality the four-
fold method of interpretation does not lead to confUsion 
and lawlessness. From a medieval point of view the Bible, 
as well as secular works of literature, was polysemous with 
the levels of meaning blending into a harmonious whole. 
As we shall see, this interpretation of sacred and secular 
literature was not restricted to an educated elite. The 
fourfold method was put in the form of popular verses in 
order that the less narrowly specialized could easily 
remember its levels of meaning: 
Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria, 
Moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia.~7 
John the Scot 
John the Scot (f. 877) belongs to the third generation 
of the Carolingian renaissance--that revival of learning 
which took place approximately from 795 to 925.48 Only 
46Glunz, p. 126. See also Migne, CVII, 296, where Rabanus 
asserted that the fourfold method of interpretation applies 
to secular as well as Biblical literature. 
47s. Bonaventurae, Operia Omnis (Collegii S. Bonaventurae, 
18m1l, v, 205. 
48For a brief history of the Renaissance see Maient Cap-
puyns, Jean Scot Eriiene, sa Vie, son Oeuvre, sa Pensee (Louvain;-Abbaye du ont Cesar;-19jjT, p. 36 f-.-
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recently have his scholarly writings in both Latin and 
Greek been fully treated.49 Part of the contemporary 
interest in his work is due to the pleasant shock of 
recosnition which modern commentators find in his writings. 
For example: "But the most startling fact about the 
philosophy of Erigena, in its most general aspect, is that 
it presents so remarkable a parallel to modern idealism, 
and especially to the philosophy of Hegel. It is difficult 
to suppose, in spite of the parallels, that there is any 
real connection of thought, though it may be suggested that 
Hegel's knowledge of Erigena's system is perhaps greater 
than has been generally recognized,u50 
What is unusual about Erigena 1 s exegesis is his 
rationalism. Like later Scholastic commentators he was not 
content to rest upon patristic authority. "He demanded 
that what was written should be understood rationally and 
with the inquirer's own intellect; furthermore that the 
interpretation should be concentrated first of all upon the 
literal sense of the words.~1 In his exegesis John does 
49Henry Bett, Johannes Scotus Erigena, a Srudy in 
Medieval Phi&osop~ (Cambridge, England; 1925 • (Erigena 
refers to John's rish origin.) 
5oibid., pp. 194-195. 
5lGlunz, p. 107. 
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use the spiritual interpretations; his commentaries fre-
quently include such significant phrases as secundum 
mysterium, secundum spiritualiter, etc~52 However, his 
insistence on the need for a rational explanation in inter-
pretation had two important results. First, "John reduced 
to a monism the duality believed by the Carolingian theolo-
glans to exist between sound and sense ••• The literal, and 
the spiritual, real, or mystic sense of a word in the Bible 
do not differ in essence; they are not two distinct reali-
ties which might be considered separately.n53 This monism 
did not mean that John ignored patristic tradition;54 it 
simply meant that he was adding his own rational explanation 
for the interpretations he gave. 
Secondly, the increasing emphasis on dialectics in the 
interpretation of Scripture will lead, as we shall see, to 
full-fledged Scholasticism. 
52For a good illustration of his method 
CXXII, 28). 
53 Glunz, p. 108. 
see Migne, 
54See Bett, p. 150 f. for the influence of the Fathers 
on John. 
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Lanfranc and Medieval Education 
Lanfranc 1 s career is a witness to the universality of 
the medieval Church. He was born in Pavia, Italy (c. 1005), 
educated and taught in France, and finally was elected 
Archbishop of Canterbury on August 29, 1067. Lanfranc 1 s 
relationship to William the Conqueror as well as his 
interest in monasticism55 and in the problem of investiture56 
have been fully discussed elsewhere. His active career as 
Archbishop and vicegerent of England (or regent during 
William's absence from England) left him little time for 
writing. But Lanfranc's love of learning was so great that 
(considering the demands made upon his time) he has left a 
large number of writings.57 
In attempting to evaluate the exegetical work of 
Lanfranc we face a very difficult problem. Several of his 
treatises including a commentary on the Psalms are lost. 
His solitary extant exegetical work is a commentary on the 
Epistles of St. Paul. This commentary probably served as 
55The Monastic Constitutions of Lanfranc, tr. from the 
Latin with Introduction and Notes-by David Knowles (London, 
1951). 
56A. J. MacDonald, Lanfranc, a Study of his Life, Work, 
and Writing (London, 192bl, p. 1rr f. 
57Migne, CL. 
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a school textbook for the students of Lanfranc. It is a 
treatise which contains brief notes of interpretation and 
it is written in a simple, clear style. Commenting on 
this work a French authority on Lanfranc says: "Quand nous 
voyons \ quelle naivet' d'explication l'auteur est parfois 
fore' de descendre, nous pouvons juger de l'~tat de ces 
esprits, encore incapable de supporter un enseignement plus 
serieux; c•est un auditorire qu 1 il faut tenir ~ la 
lisi~re. u5B 
Perhaps then this commentary is merely the class notes 
of a lecture given by Lanfranc to his students. (the 
terse style of the work resembles the class notes of 
Aristotle's Rhetoric.) In order to understand this rela-
tionship between teaching and Biblical interpretations, 
especially among those which develop the fourfold method, 
it is necessary to consider briefly the schools of the 
Middle Ages. 
We have already referred to the school at York founded 
by Alcuin and to the emphasis placed upon theological studies 
at that school. Like the other early schools at Canterbury 
and Dunwich, however, his school was not entirely devoted to 
the instruction of Biblical interpretation. The "account of 
58J. De Crozals, Lanfranc, Sa Vie, Son Enseignement, Sa 
Politigue (Paris, 1877), p. 58:----
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the studies at the school of York suggests that they were 
encyclopedic in range, and the reader will discover that 
they consisted mainly in the Seven Liberal Arts.n59 These 
seven liberal arts are, of course, divided into the triv~ 
and quadrivium. The subjects of the trivium consisted of 
Grammar, Rhetoric and Logic; and the subjects of the quad-
rivium were Arithmetic, Geometry, Astronomy, and Music. 
These studies were called liberal (liber, free) because 
they "constituted the course of study suitable for the 
freeman as contrasted with the Practical and Mechanical Arts 
which were learned and practised by slaves in the classical 
period. ,bo 
Robert, in his excellent history of the schools of 
the Middle Ages, describes the technique involved in the 
teaching of a secular author in the trivium and the quad-
rivium: 
Avant de commencer a expliquer un livre, 
le ms1tre donnait d 1 abord quelques 
renseignements sur 1 1 auteur de l'ouvrage, 
sur le titre, les circomstances qui 
avaient amen~ l'auteur ale composer, 
sur lea intentions de celui-ci, sur 
59stanley J. Curtis, History of Education~ G~eat 
Britain (London, 1950), p. 6. --
6orbid., p. 23. 
De RedUCtione Artium 
same distinction. 
Note also that St. Bonaventure in his 
~ Theologiam, p. 39, maintains the 
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1 1 utilite que pouvait en tirer le lecteur, 
sur la place en livre dans !'ensemble des 
sciences ••• Apr~s cette courte introduction, 
la lecture proprement dite commenyait. 
Elle comprenait trois sortes d 1 explication, 
appel~es 1 1ittera 1 , •sensus' et 1 sententia. 1 
'Litera,' c'etait !'explication grammat~t 
cale; 'sensus,' le sens que donne~ 
premiere vue la litera; et 1 sententia, 1 
!'intelligence profonde de la pensee de 
!'auteur, le contenu doctrinal. Ces trois 
explications se suivaient naturellement 
dans lfordre ou nous les avons enoncees. 
Une fois donn6es to~ies trois !'explica-
tion etait achevie. 
Crowning the program of medieval schools was the study 
of theology. The subjects studied in the trivium and quad-
rivium led up to the study and interpretation of Scripture. 
The teaching of the Bible in the medieval school was 
carried out in the same manner as the teaching of the 
seven liberal arts. The teacher first gave the littera, 
then the sensus and finally the sententia or the allegorical 
interpretations. "La 11ittera' et le 'sensus,' c'etaient 
la construction grammaticale et le sens premier ou le sens 
litt6ral. Ils correspondaient a 1 1 'historia,• ••• 
tandis que la 1 sententia 1 exprimait le sens profond, le 
COntenu dOCtrinal, et COrrespondai t Q 1 1 r allegoria, I n62 
61 Robert, pp. 53-54. 
62 4 Ibid., p. 09. 
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The student's preparation in the trivium and quadrivium 
stood him in good stead in his interpretation of Scripture. 
The subjects of the trivium--Grammar, Rhetoric, and Logic--
which had for their object words, helped to eatablish the 
literal or historical meaning. The subjects of the 
quadrivium--Arithmetic, Music, Geometry, and Astronomy 
(and later Medicine) helped in the allegorical explication. 
Robert explains this relationship as follows: 
S'agit-il, par example, de l'allegorie, 
puisqu 1 elle est tir~e des choses, 11 
faut conna1tre ces chosea. Dans une 
chose on distingue la nature et la 
forme. La nature, ce sont les qualit'es 
internes, celles que nous percevons par 
lea sens autres que la vie: elles nous 
sont commes par la physique. La forme, 
c'est la disposition ext~rieure; on la 
/ disposition exterieure consiste on dans 
le nombre, objet de l'arithm~tique, on 
dans la proportion, objet de la musique, 
on dans la dimension, objet de la 
g6om(etrie, on da~~ le movement, objet 
de 1 1 astronomie.03 
Such, in brief, was the curriculum and educational 
method of the medieval schools shortly after the Norman 
Conquest. The Conquest brought two specific changes: 
"Saxon schoolmasters were replaced by Normans, and thus 
began the practice of translating Latin into Norman-French 
instead of English. Another innovation was due to the 
63Robert, p. 116. 
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policy of Archbishop Lanfranc, who was determined to 
reform the English Church by replacing, wherever possi-
ble, the secular establishments of the cathedrals by 
regulars."64 
Before returning to Lanfranc and the conclusions 
which may be made about his exegetical work, I would like 
to make an observation which is germane to Pearl. Firat, 
the system of education which we have just described was 
in general the system of education throughout the Middle 
Ages.65 Any educated man in the Middle Ages would pass 
through this type of curriculum. It is generally agreed, 
as we shall see, by writers of reconstructed biographies 
of the author of Pearl that he was an educated man. He, 
therefore, would have received this type of education 
which instructed students in the use of sententia in 
both secular and Biblical studies. Such instruction 
would make the fourfold interpretation a habit of mind. 
Unfortunately, we do not have external evidence, as we 
do with Dante, which would allow us to say that this 
habit of mind was consciously employed in the writing 
64 Curtis, p. 12. 
65 ~ •• p. 23. 
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of Pearl. However, we do have evidence within the poem 
which indicates that the poet was aware of this system, 
and at times employed it in order to provide an inter-
pretation of his poem. Moreover, I believe that it 
can be shown that the fourfold interpretation was found 
in so many activities of medieval life that an educated 
man could not escape its influence in the writing of 
Pearl. 
Now to return to Lanfranc 1 s exegesis. Although we 
have only one extant Scriptural commentary by him we now 
have two reasons for suggesting that he probably wrote 
more commentaries and these commentaries probably con-
tained spiritual as well as historical or literal 
interpretations. First, an examination of the text of 
the Vulgate suggests that "Lanfranc at Bee and Gaen did 
more exegetic work than his solitary commentary on the 
Epistles would have us suppose."66 Secondly, Lanfranc 
had been a great teacher and educator in the tradition of 
Alcuin; and these teachers had emphasized, as we have seen, 
exegesis in their teaching. "They had tried to discover 
66
see Glunz, p. 164, for a discussion of the textual 
evidence of the Vulgate. 
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and explain the various aspects of the biblical word, in 
which they recognized an outward form and an inner 
67 
meaning." In other words, Lanfranc, like Alcuin am 
other teachers, did not restrict his commentary to one 
treatise of brief notes. He was teaching in the schools 
and he was following, except for the specific innovation 
mentioned above, the practive of the schools in expounding 
Scripture according to its spiritual meanings. 
One other comment can be made about Lanfranc 1 s 
exegesis. Like his immediate predecessors who wrote 
Biblical commentaries, he observed the principle of 
68 patristic authority. However, unlike his immediate 
predecessors, he made very little use of dialectics. 
He felt that if a commentator philosophized freely he 
was abandoning the sacred authorities of the Fathers,69 
Lanfranc was no innovator in Scriptural interpretation. 
However, he did not feel that dialectics was an enemy of 
theology, but he would prefer to use the authority of the 
67Glunz, p. 200. 
68 See, for example, his use of St. Augustine's commen-
taries in Migne, CL, 107 f. 
69Ibid., CXLI, 192. 
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Fathers.70 It was his followers, the Scholastics, who 
gave an important place to dialectics in e~egesis. 
70Migne, CXLI, 157. 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE VICTORINES AND THE FOURFOLD METHOD 
Hugh of St. Victor 
Hugh of St. Victor (1096-1141) is, as his name 
suggests, closely linked to the monastic school of St. 
Victor in Paris. Not only was he educated there, but in 
1133 he was chosen as head of the school where he remained 
until his death. Under his guidance this school attained 
a brilliant success in medieval philosophy and theology. 
Its success was due in no small part to the writings of 
Hugh. He wrote treatises on dogmatic theology, methodology, 
mystical theology, philosophy, and Biblical exegesis. The 
best known of his Scriptural commentaries are Eruditionis 
Didascalicae (where he explains by means of the literal, 
allegorical and tropological or moral interpretations), 
and De Scripturis ~ Scriptoribus Sacris (where he employs 
a threefold interpretation of Scripture). It is important 
to note that these •orks are interpreted according to 
different levels of meaning. Hugh is a transitional figure 
in the development of the fourfold method and the variations 
in his interpretations appear to coincide with the develop-
ment of this method. First, in De Scripturis ~ Scriptor-
~ Sacris he presents a threefold scheme of interpre-
tation: 
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Secundum trlpllcem lntelligentiam 
exponitur sacrum eloquium. Prima 
expositlo est hlstorica, in qua con-
sideratur prima verborum signlflcatlo 
ad res lpsas de qulbus agitur. Habet 
enlm sacrum eloqulum proprletatem 
qu~dam ab allis Scrlpturls differentem, 
quod in eo prlmum per verba quae reci-
tantur, de rebus qulbusdam agitur, quae 
rursum res vice verborum ad significa-
tionem aliarum rerum proponunter ••• 
Secunda exposltio est allegorica. Est 
autem allegorla,_cum per id quod ex 
llttera signlflcatum proponltur, allud 
aliquld sive in praeterlto slve in 
present! sive in futuro factum slg-
nlficatur. Dlcitur allegorla quasi 
alleniloqulum, quia allud dicitur et 
aliud slgnificatur, quae subdlvldltur 
in slmplicem allegorlam et anagogen. 
Et est simplex allegorla, cum per 
visible factum aliud lnvlsiblle factum 
signlficatur. Anagoge id est sursum 
ductio, cum per visible lnvlslblle 
factum declaratur. Hujus trlplicis 
intelligentiae unum ponatur exemplum.l 
In the above explanation Hugh presents in theory a system 
of interpretation which includes three levels: the literal, 
the allegorical and the anagoglcal. It is interesting to 
note that his three levels of meaning are similar to those 
used by Orlgen. The tropological sense is omitted from 
this scheme of interpretation, although when we examine his 
other commentaries and sermons we will see that he uses 
this level of meaning. Because he includes the tropological 
1Patrologle Latina, ed. Jacques P. Mlgne (Parlslls, 
1884), CLXXV, 11. 
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sense in his sermons we may conclude that he believed that 
it signified the lesson to be drawn from the text. It is 
also necessary to point out that Hugh in the above passage 
makes the anagogical meaning a subdivision of the allegori-
cal sense. For him there is the simplex allegoria and the 
anagoge. These variations are slight, and they represent 
a stage in the development of the method which was to achieve 
its final form a century after Hugh. 
It should also be noted that Hugh in the above citation 
from his work gives two meanings for the word historia. It 
can refer either to the method of the allegorist, or to the 
matter under scrutiny. As we shall presently demonstrate, 
this double sense does not cause ambiguity in his commen-
taries. It means that, in theory, "Hugh still adheres to 
the confused Alexandrian terminology by which history, 
allegory, and tropology refer both to the subject-matter 
of Scripture and the method of exposition. 112 
In practice Hugh first adheres to the threefold sense 
described above. In his De Scripturis et Scriptoribus 
Sacris he presents an interpretation of Job based on this 
system: 
Erat vir in terra Hus, nomine Job, qui 
prius dives ad tantam devenit miseriam, 
2Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in 2 Middle 
Ages (Oxford, 1952), p. 102. 
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quod sedans in sterquilinio etiam 
saniem corporis sui testa radebat. 
Sensus historiae patet. Veniamus 
ad allegorian, ut per res a vocibus 
significatas, alias res significari 
consideremus et per factum aliud 
factum. Job itaque, qui interpretatur 
dolens, Cqristum significat, qui prius 
in divitiis gloriae Patris eidem 
coaequalis, condescendit nostrae 
miseriae, et sedit humiliatus in 
sterquilinio huijus mundi, omnibus 
nosteris defectibus, praeter peccatum 
communicans. ·~uid etiam per hoc 
factum faciendum, id est dignum fieri 
significetur, inquiramus. Job quem-
libet justum vel animam poenitentem 
potest significare, quae componit in 
memoria sua sterquilinium ex omnibus 
peccatis quae fecit, et non ad horam, 
sed perseveranter super hoc sedendo 
et meditando flere non cessat. Et 
haec facta ad litteram litteram, 
quae repraesentant hujus modi 
spiritualia, sacramenta dicu~tur.3 
In his Eruditionis Didascalicae Hugh presents the 
following scheme of interpretation: "Primo omnium intel-
ligendum est, quod divina Scriptura triplicem habet modum 
intelligendi, id est historiam, allegoriam, tropologiam."4 
Here Hugh omits anagogia and includes tropologia. He 
uses the two terms interchangeably and this variant 
represents another phase in his use of the fourfold method, 
which he will employ in its four senses in his sermons. 
3Migne, CLXXV, 12. 
4Ibid., CLXXVI, 789. 
Before we consider the multiple meanings used in medieval 
sermons we should like to consider a striking contribution 
which Hugh made to this system in his use of the literal 
sense. 
Hugh's commentaries stress two important points 
regarding the literal sense: first, unlike Origen, he 
insisted on the necessity of carefully determining the 
literal meaning before considering the spiritual interpre-
tations. In so doing he gives significance to the literal 
sense because it becomes the foundation of the other three 
levels of meaning.5 Secondly, by including metaphors and 
other figures of speech (figurae et similitudines) as part 
of the literal sense he further clarified the definition of 
this level of meaning. Hugh's clarification had such a 
profound effect on later syntheses of the fourfold method, 
including that of St. Thomas Aquinas, that it deserves to 
be cited: 
5 
Quod si, ut isti dicunt, a littera statim 
ad id quod spiritualiter intelligendum 
est, transiliendum foret, frustra a 
Spiritu sancto figurae et similitudines 
rerum quibus animus ad spiritualia erudi-
retur, in sacro eloquio interpositae 
fuissent. Teste namque Apostolo, 'quod 
carnale est, prius est 1 deinde quod 
spirituale 1 (I Cor. xvJ. Et ipsa Dei 
sapientia, nisi prius corporaliter 
Migne, CLXXV, 11. 
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cognita fuisset, numquam lippientis 
mentis acies ad illam spiritualiter 
contemplandam illuminari potuisset. 
Noli igitur in verbo Dei despicere 
humilitatem, quia per humilitatem, 
illuminaris ad divinitatem. Quasi 
lutum tibi videtur totum hoc quod 
verbum Dei foris habet, et ideo 
forte pedibus conculcas, quia latum 
est, et contemnis quod corporaliter 
et visibiliter gestum littera narrat. 
Sed audi: lute isto quod pedibus 
tuis conculcatus, caeci oculus ad 
videndum illuminatur {Joan. IX). 
Lege ergo Scripturam, et disce prim~ 
diligenter quae corporaliter narrat. 
In the above passage Hugh has a didactic purpose in mind. 
He does not want interpreters to treat the literal sense 
as "dirt"; if they do, they will trample it underfoot, and 
therefore, will expound the spiritual sense without 
understanding the literal meaning. "His great service to 
exegesis was to lay more stress on the literal interpreta-
tion relatively to the spiritual and to develop sources for 
it." 7 
Let us HOW turn to medieval sermons and Hugh's use of 
the fourfold method in this form of teaching. In the 
Victorine repository, Sermones Centum, the thirty-ninth 
sermon opens as follows: "Jerusalem civitas sancta {Apoc. 
21) et civitas sancti {!sa. 52). Secundum historiam 
6Migne, CLXXV, 6. 
7 Smalley, p. 102. 
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civitas est terrena, secundum allegoriam sanct~ est 
ecclesia; secundum tropologiam vita spiritualis, secundum 
anagogen patria coelestis. 118 This passage not only reveals 
the Victorine use of the fourfold method in sermons, but 
it raises several important questions. Was the use of 
these four levels of meaning so extensive that we can 
conclude that an educated Christian man of the Middle Ages, 
such as the Pearl-poet, was aware of their existence? Was 
this system of interpretation used in sermons preached in 
the vernacular? Was the preacher consciously aware of such 
a method as he gathered thoughts to develop his theme? The 
answer to these questions can be found only in a considera-
tion of medieval sermon-making. 
In the early Christian Church a distinction was made 
between a homily and a sermon. "Since Origen's time homily 
has meant, and still means, a commentary, without formal 
introduction, division, or conclusion, on some part of 
Sacred Scripture, the aim being to explain the literal, 
and evolve the spiritual, meaning of the sacred text. The 
latter, as a rule, is the more important."9 Sermons, on 
8Migne, CLXXIX, 
9The Catholic Enc)clopedia, ed. Charles Herbermann et 
al.,-r:New York, 19077 , VII, 448. Homilies, as this study 
indicates, were written by Hilary, Jerome, Augustine, 
Bede, etc. 
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the other hand (as we shall presently demonstrate) contained 
formal physical parts arranged according to rules. Both 
the homily and sermon belong to the science of homiletics 
which treats of the composition and delivery of a religious 
discourse. 
The science of homiletics was first treated by St. 
Augustine in his Christian Instruction and later writers, 
such as Rabanus Maurus, continued to refine it until in 
the Middle Ages it was so fully developed that a number of 
treatises on homiletics as well as large collections of 
homilies10 were made. 
The medieval sermon was preached in either Latin or 
the vernacular, depending on the type of audience; the 
actual words of the speaker, however, were usually not 
written down. mhe medieval sermon, like most oral composi-
tion, could not "outrun the range of the speaker's voice, 
and perishes in the uttering."11 Generally, the only 
records that we have of medieval sermons are the notes 
which the preacher or his scribe preserved. The sermons 
of Bishop Thomas Brunton (c. 1325-1389) furnish instances 
1
°For example,.Alfred the Great translated into Anglo-
Saxon the homilies of Bede. 
11John Henry Cardinal Newman, Essay 2n Literature (Boston, 
1946), p. 8. 
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of this type of recording. For example, we have the Latin 
notes of his twenty-eighth sermon preached before a mixed 
congregation of clergy and laity. From these Latin notes 
the bishop preached his sermon on the 
he discussed in terms of the Mystical 
ideal community which 
12 Body. 
The extant notes of medieval sermons reveal that they 
were developed according to the fourfold system. 
Senses are multiplied in four ways: 
(1) according to the sensus historicus 
or literalis, by a simple explanation 
of the words; (2) according to the 
sensus tropologicus, which looks to 
instruction or to the correction of 
morals ••• (3) according to the sensus 
allegoricus. Exposition by this sense 
is exposition by a 'sense other than 
the literal.' <4l With the sensus 
anagogicus, used mystically or openly, 
'the minds of the listeners are to be 
stirred and exhorted to the contempla-
tion of heavenly things.rl3 
The multiplication of senses in medieval preaching was 
no mere theory. Its practice, we find, was so extensive 
that we will limit our illustrations to outstanding preach-
era and to others who preached in Latin or in the vernacular 
about the time of the Pearl-poet. One of the most prominent 
12Sister Mary Aquinas Devlin, "Bishop Thomas Brunton and 
His Sermons," Speculum, XIV (1939), 335. 
13Harry Caplan, 11The Four Senses of Scriptural Interpre-
tation and the Mediaeval Theory of Preaching," Speculum, 
IV (1929), 283. 
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medieval preachers was St, Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-
1153). There are about two hundred extant sermons of St, 
Bernard of Clairvaux; eighty-six of these are "On the 
Canticle of Canticles" and were preached to the Cistercian 
monks of St. Bernard's order. In these sermons first the 
literal sense and then the spiritual interpretations are 
presented. 14 For example, in Sermon XXIII St. Bernard 
explains not only the text, "The King hath brought me into 
His storerooms" (Cant. i.3), but also the subsequent 
references in the Canticle to garden and chamber: 
Later on mention is made of the garden 
also and the chamber, and I will take 
these three for the subject of our 
present discussion; for when treated 
together, they throw light mutually on 
each other, •• Let then the 'garden' rep-
resent the plain and simple historical 
sense of the Scripture: the 'storehouse' 
the moral s·ense of it; and the 1 chamber 1 
the secret and mystical !guth revealed 
by Divine contemplation. 
As we shall later make use of this interpretation in our 
consideration of Pearl, we should note that St. Bernard 
then proceeds to give the three levels of meanings. The 
third of these meanings, the mystical, is for him synony-
mous with the anagogical interpretation, as the above 
1~ife and Works of Saint Bernard, ed. Dom John Mabillon, 
tr. Samuel~ Eales TLondon, 1896), IV, 132. 
15 Ibid., p. 132. 
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citation indicates. He does not use the allegorical inter-
pretation because he has his eye constantly fixed on his 
audience. For his learned audience of monks, the allegori-
cal meaning (what we are to believe) would not only be 
superfluous but would clearly lessen his audience's 
interest in his subject matter. 
Robert Pullen (c. 1080-1l46l was an Englishman and a 
friend of St. Bernard. He was a theologian, a lecturer at 
Oxford and a Cardinal. As a Cardinal he held the office of 
Papal Chancellor and may have been responsible fa~ the ad-
vancement of Nicholas Breakspear to the cardinal-bishopric 
of Albano. From this position Breakspear became Pope under 
the title of Adrian rv. 16 
Ropert Pullen must have been a well-known preacher; 
the survival of forty-five of his sermons indicates a 
contemporary popularity. These extant sermons, which were 
probably preached to a clerical audience, also used the 
fourfold sense as one method of development. After his 
exordium Pullen proceeds to the explanation of the literal 
sense; but the "main body of the discourse is devoted to 
the elucidation of the spiritual meaning, whether it be 
doctrinal or moral. Pullen is chiefly interested in the 
16 F. Courtney, "Cardinal Robert Pullen, 1111Analecta 
Gregoriana, LXIV (1954), 17. 
moral application. This spiritual sense he calls the 
mystical meaning, 'sensus mysticus, 1 or the deeper meaning, 
'sensus altior, 1 the mystery, 1mysterium, 1 or the sentence, 
'sententia. 1 He comp~res the elucidation of this meaning 
to the crunching of a ~d bone to get at the marrow. 
(Serm. 17) 1117 
Among the many preachers of the Middle Ages who used 
the fourfold method I would like to consider only a few who 
were closely related in time to Pear1. 18 
Master Robert Rypon, sub-prior of Durham, flourished 
around the end of the fourteenth century. The subject of 
one of his sermons is the miracle story of the five barley 
loaves and two fishes. Rypon first explained the signifi-
canoe of the five barley loaves when he compared them to 
the five Books of Moses: "Likewise the Booksof Moses, too, 
l7courtney, p. 45. For other sermons that used this 
method see John M. Neale, Mediaeval Preachers and Mediaeval 
Preaching (London, 1856), p. xxv f. See also Philips. 
Moore, The Works of Peter of Poitiers, Publications in 
Medieval Studies TNotre Dame, Indiana; 1936), p. 139 f. 
for a discussion of his sermons. 
18The fourfold method of development continued long after 
the time of the Pearl-poet. For example, "Bishop Longland 
preaching before the University of Oxford in 1525 on 1 She 
hath also furnished her table' (Prov. ix.l) explained it to 
mean that Wisdom had set forth in her Scriptural banquet the 
four courses of History, Tropology, Anagogy, and Allegory." 
F. w. Farrar, History of Interpretation (London, 1886), 
p. 295. 
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are rude when considered historically; nevertheless within 
they are full of moral senses and doctrines, useful alike 
to the preacher and to his audience. nl9 The preacher next 
expounded the meaning of the two fishes. Proceeding then 
to a more general subject, he determined the four senses 
of Biblical interpretation and concluded the sermon with 
an attack on the heresies of the Lollards and the Mendicants 
by showing that the errors in their teachings were due to a 
literal interpretation of Scripture. 
Michel Menot lived immediately after the time of the 
Pearl-poet. His sermons which were preached to lay 
congregations were delivered in the vernacular of his 
native land, France. He used several methods to develop 
the theme of his sermons--one of which was the fourfold 
system: 
Le sens direct, ou 1 litteral, 1 engendrera 
le sens 1 allegorique, 1 si le fait all~gu~ 
peut ~tre consid~rb comme signifiant un 
autre fait; il engendrera le sens 
1 tropologique, 1 s 1 il peut ~tre consider~ 
comme signifiant un enseignement moral; 
il engendrera le sens 1 anagogique, 1 s 1 il 
peut ~tre considere comme signifiant un 
mystere celeste our de la vie future ••• 
Sans doute, (Menotl semble a voir nourri 
, , , 1 
une preference marquee pour e sens 
' , 1 tropologique, 1 ; preference aisement 
explicable puisque, s 1 adressant a des 
19G. R. Owst, Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England 
(Cambridge, 1933), p. 58. 
la~s dent il voulait avant tout 
transformer les moeurs. C1 est dans 
la (Moral~Bation) des textes scrip-
turaires. 
Menot and other popular preachers had to be audience-
conscious. In their attempts to maintain the interest of 
their audience they relied upon, among other devices, the 
fourfold method. They drew their interpretations not only 
from the Bible but from objects well-known to their 
audiences. It is not unusual to discover in the later 
Middle Ages an elaborate allegory cente~ed around such a 
21 familiar object as a medieval fortress. 
England also had its preachers who delivered their 
sermons in the vernacular and who used the 11historial," 
11 allegorik, 11 11 tropologik, 11 and "anagogik 11 senses--"foure 
reulis of holi scripture, tht ben elapid foure maner under-
standyngs; and these as it were four feet beren up the bord 
of Geddes lawe. 1122 
2C1[tienne Gilson, "Michel Menot et la Technique du 
Sermon Medieval," Revue d 1Histoire Franciscaise, II (1925), 344. 
21 Roberta D. Cornelius, The Fi~urative Castle: A Study 
in the Mediaeval Allegory of thedifice with Especial 
Reference to Religious Writings (Bryn Mawr, Penna., 1930), 
p. 10 f. 
22 MS. Harl. 22796, fol. 32 b. Quoted by G. R. Owst, 
Preaching in Medieval England (Cambridge, England; 1926), 
pp. 312-313. 
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This reference is significant for two reasons. Firat, it 
is written no more than fifty years before or after the 
rather generally accepted date of Pearl, and secondly, it 
indicates that the use of the fourfold method in sermons 
must have been extensive. 
In Chaucer's Canterbury Tales the Pardoner may be 
poking fun at preachers who abuse this multiplex method of 
developing their sermons: 
Thise cookes, how they stampe, and streyne, 
and grinde, 
And turnen substance into accident. 23 
But the Pardoner's own discourse has been subjected to a 
multiple interpretation. In his peroration he presents 
the moral or tropological meaning, and more than one 
commentator24 has endeavored to discover the allegorical 
meaning of his tale. 
Satire of a method is, of course, an indication of 
the popularity of that method, but we need not depend upon 
this kind of evidence in order to conclude that the four-
fold interpretation was so extensively used by medieval 
23The Poetical Works 2[ Chaucer, ed. F. N. Robinson 
(Boston, 1933), p. 182. 
24see, for example, Edward Wagenknecht, "Walter de la 
Mare's 'The Riddle': A Note on the Teaching of Literature 
with Allegorical Tendencies," College English, XI (1949), 
79-80. 
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preachers that it constituted a habit of exposition25 
which a man in the Middle Ages could no more ignore 
than contemporary man can escape twentieth-century 
psychoanalysis. 
The medieval preachers not only utilized this four-
fold method of interpretation of Scripture, but they 
actually expounded these interpretations in a medieval 
cathedral whose true significance can only be learned when 
it is considered literally, allegorically, anagogically and 
tropologically. The medieval cathedral formed in the image 
of a cross was literally the house of God. Allegorically 
it represented the universe with the shadowy north side of 
the building depicting prophets in glass and stone, the 
east portion in sunrise symbolizing the Nativity, the south 
side depicting the men of the Church and the west side in 
sunset representing the laBt Judgment. Anagogically it 
was a symbol of heaven and the Beatific Vision. Trope-
logically, or morally, the medieval cathedral was the 
purified soul, consecrated in its dedication by the 
bishop. 26 
25The experience of the present writer leads him to con-
clude that this method is also used by modern preachers as 
they develop their sermons. 
26A. G. Mackey, M.D., "'!he Cathedral of Cologne,"~ 
American Freemasons' Magazine, V (1860), 152 
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The medieval church, as the figure of man, needed a 
figurative baptism just as the soul of man needs sacramen-
tal Baptism. As part of his preparation for the baptism 
or dedication of the ohurch, the bishop prepared Gregorian 
water, as it was called, for the interior aspersion of the 
church. The preparation of this water will illustrate the 
fourfold sense of the dedication ceremony. The bishop 
blessed the Gregorian water and added to it salt, ashes 
and wine. Each of these elements in itself represented 
besides the literal, the allegorical, anagogical and trope-
logical senses. 
Water stood for the human nature of 
Christ, for man's penitence, and for 
purity of soul; salt meant doctrine, 
prayer and wisdom; ashes recalled the 
passion of Christ, the asceticism of 
man, and the all-consuming fire of the 
mystic's love; wine denoted the divinity 
of Christ, the courage of man, and the 
exaltation of the saints. The allegory, 
tropology, and anagogy of the water, 
salt, ashes and wine contributed as 
easily as the four physical ingredi-
ents.27 
These levels of meaning were also used in the inter-
pretation of Church liturgy. I thirteenth century 
theologian, William Durandus (c. 1222-1296), in his 
Rationale Divinorum Officiorum sets forth the reasons for 
27 Lee Bowen, "Trope logy of Mediaeval Dedication Rites, 11 
Speculum, XVI (1941), 475. 
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variations in the divine office. His interpretations are 
given according to the historicus:allegoricus:tropologicus: 
anagogicus28 senses. The author makes clear what he means 
by each of these senses. The historic plainly relates how 
certain events took place; in allegory one thing is meant 
and another expressed; tropology is a moral meaning; and 
anagogy is that sense which leads the mind to heavenly 
things. 29 
To Durandus3° and others in the Middle Ages the four-
fold method was found not only in literature and the living 
words of preachers, but it so permeated their thought 
processes that it is one of the characteristics of that 
age.31 
28 Gulielmus Duranti, Rationale Divinorum Officiorum 
(Venice, 1540), p. 2. 
29see also Francis S. Unwin, The Decorative Arts in the 
Service of the Church (London, 1912), p. 9 f; and R.~.--­
Webber, Church Symbolism (Cleveland, 1927), p. 16 f. 
30For a full treatment of his work see Henry 0. Taylor, 
~Medieval Mind (Cambridge, Mass., 1949), II, 102-109. 
3lsee Lee Bowen, "Medieval Hymnology," Catholic Art 
Quarterly, VI (1942), 30-35, for a fourfold interpretation 
of medieval hymns. 
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The Influence of Hugh of St. Victor 
Richard of St. Victor was one of the two most outstand-
ing disciples of Hugh. Along with Andrew of St. Victor he 
continued the work of their master. Richard, a native of 
Scotland, adopted the principles and method of Hugh. How-
ever, he was no slavish imitator. He made two valuable 
contributions to the development of the fourfold method. 
First he emphasized that the various levels of meaning were 
parts of a totality of which there were various degrees: 
"Nam post historiam cognitam debemus quaerere moralitatem. 
Similiter post istam per allegoriae cognitionem proficiamus 
ad anagogen."32 
Secondly, and more importantly, Richard changed the 
emphasis in his master's exegesis by stressing the spiritual 
senses in his interpretation.33 The spiritual interpreta-
tion•, therefore, occupy a larger place in Richard's work.34 
However, he does insist that an effort be made to under-
stand the literal meaning of a text, even a difficult text, 
32 Migne, CLXXXXVI, 370 
33see, for example, CLXXXXVI, 192. 
34aervais Dumeige, Richard de Saint-Victor et 1 1 Id~e 
Chr~tienne de 1 1 Amour (Paris, 1952), p. 26. 
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before an attempt is made to present the spiritual inter-
pretations: 
Multis divinae Scripturae multo amplius 
dulcescunt, quando congruum in cis 
aliquem secundum litteram intellectum 
percipere possunt. Et tunc, ut eis 
videtur, spiritualis intelligentiae 
structure firmius statuitur quando in 
histoice sensus solido apte fundatur. 
Supervacuum enim et inane quis possit 
solum aliquid fundare, vel firmiter 
statuere? Cum enim mystici sensus ex 
earum congrua rerum similitudine 
eruantur atque formenter, quae in 
littere proponuntur, quomodo nos ad 
spiritualem intelligentiam instruat 
in his dantaxat locis, ubi ipsa ~i 
expugnat, vel nihil nisi frivolum 
resonat? Scandalizatur itaque saepe 
potius quam aedificentur, qui ejusmodi 
sunt, cum in hujysmodi Scripturarum 
loca incurrunt.3~ 
The second of the two most important disciples of 
Hugh was Andrew of St. Victor who died on October 19, 1175. 
His emphasis in biblical exegesis is opposite to that of 
Richard. Andrew chiefly expounded the literal sense. 
Under the influence of St. Jerome, he concentrates in his 
explications on what is necessary for an understanding 
of the historical sense. By his close adherence to the 
text of the Scriptures Andrew renewed biblical scholarship 
and influenced succeeding generations of Biblical 
35 Migne, CLXXXXVI, 527. 
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scholars. 36 
Andrew's emphasis upon the letter of the Scripture 
does not mean that he ignored the spiritual interpreta-
tions. "On the contrary. He takes it for granted. On 
the famous text of Solomon (Prov. xxii.20) he says: 
'Behold I have described it to thee three manner of ways: 
historically, tropologically, anagogically.• 37 
Because the multiple method of interpretation was 
taken for granted by the time of the Victorines we note 
another shift in emphasis. "Discussion no longer seemed 
in order. Attention was devoted rather to the reading of 
these symbolic meanings ••• So much was this the case that 
even a man of such modern and hard-headed English tenden-
cies as John of Salisbury considered the Aeneid to have 
been an allegory of human life, and gave the same interpre-
tation as that which later seems to have been Dante 1 s, 11 38 
Thus, in their exegeses Ric~ard and Andrew complement 
each other. Like the earlier Origen and St. Jerome they 
emphasize in different ways the totality of multiple 
36 Smalley, pp. 173-185. 
37Ibid., p. 169. 
38nunbar, pp. 271-272. 
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interpretations. Their influence, especially that of 
Richard, was felt by the succeeding generation of critics, 
the Scholastics, whom we now wish to consider. 
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CHAPTER V 
THE SCHOLASTICS AND THE FOURFOLD METHOD 
Peter of Poitiers 
A man.1 s enemy may inadvertently indicate his greatness. 
Peter of Poitiers, who was born at Poitiers about 1130, 
wrote such brilliant lectures on Scholasticism that he 
inspired the enmity of Gauthier de Saint-Victor, one of 
the most bitter foes of Scholasticism. Gauthier ranked 
Peter "with Gilbert de la Porrie, Abelard and Peter Lombard 
in the pamphlet wherein he tries to throw ridicule on the 
four doctors, under the name of the 'Four Labyrinths of 
France. 1 nl 
Peter is also associated and cometimes confused 
with Peter Comestor, whom he succeeded as professor of 
theology at Paris in 1169. Later he became Chancellor 
of the University of Paris, and today he is especially 
remembered for his use of visual aids in teaching. 
We are particularly interested in two of his writings: 
his Distinctiones super Psalterium; which we have already 
mentioned, and his Allegoriae super Tabernaculum Moysis. 
The latter work contains important references to our 
1The Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. Charles Herbermann et 
al. (New York, 1907) XI, 773. 
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definition of the fourfold interpretation. Fortunately a 
2 
recent critical edition of this work is now available. 
Allegoricae super Tabernaculum Moysis is an inter-
pretation of the tabernacle which God commanded Moses to 
build while the Jews were traveling from Egypt to the 
Promised Land. Peter proposes to give a spiritual inter-
pretation of the tabernacle and the persons associated 
with it: 11Et in his omnibus non historiam prosequi 
proposuimus, sed spiritualem sensum, nisi quod interdum 
breviter historie insistere oportet, ut sic super quo 
spiritualis sensus imitatur."3 
As the above excerpt indicates Peter does not omit 
the literal exposition upon which the spiritual interpreta-
tion rests. In this procedure he is merely following, as 
we have already seen, the consistent practice of medieval 
exegesis. 
The two questions that are pertinent to our study are: 
does he distinguish among the four senses; and secondly, 
does he actually use these in his exposition? I believe 
that one illustration will answer both questions. Peter is 
2Petri Pi~taviensis Allegoriae supe( Tabernaculum MSTsi, 
ed. Philip s• Moore and James Corbett Notre Dame, 193 • 
)Ibid., p. 82. 
• 
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discussing a text (Ex. xxv.23-26) which deals with the 
command or God to have a table or rour legs placed on 
the tabernacle: 
Mensa Domini IIII pedes habere 
dicitur, quia IIII intelligentiis 
sacra scriptura rulcitur: Historica, 
allegorica, anagogica, et tropologica 
vel moral!. Que omnia ut liquidius 
appareant, sciendum est quod quandoque 
voce signiricatur res in sacra scrip-
tura, quandoque re res. Et quando 
voce signiricatur res, aut ita quod 
nee racta est nee racta esse videtur, 
et tunc est rabula; aut ita quod racta 
non est, rieri taman potuisse videtur, 
et tunc est argumentum; aut ita quod 
et racta est et rieri potuisse videtur, 
et tunc dicitur historia. Fabulas non 
admittit sacra pagina nee argumenta 
recipit, sed parabolas loco eorum 
quales in evangelic sepe invenis. 
Historiam celebrat, sed hec duobus 
modis narratur, vel plano sermone vel verbis 
metaphorice et transsumptive positis. 
Item quandoque re signiricatur res, 
sed hoc dupliciter, vel re temporal! 
eterna vel temporal! temporalis. Si 
re temporal! signiricatur eterna, 
species est allegorie que dicitur 
anagoge, id est sursum ducens. Si re 
temporal! signiricatur temporalis, 
diverso modo potest hoc rieri, nam 
quandoque persona datur intelligi 
altera persona, ut cum dicitur quod 
David Christum signiricatur; qualitate 
qualitas, ut cum per candorem vestium 
angel! apparentis in die resurrectionis 
intelligitur splendor gloriricandi 
human! corporis; et loco lucus, ut 
quando per Iherusalem ecclesia intelli-
gitur; et tempore tempus, ut cum per 
annum iubileum tempus tratie signiri-
catur. Et per numerum quandoque solet 
aliquid signiricari, ut per senarium 
perrectio, et per centenarium, sed alia 
et alia consideratione; quandoque racto 
ractum, sed hoc duobus modis variatur, 
110 
nam quandoque ita per ractum signiricatur 
aliud ractum, ut ostendatur per id quod 
ractum est, quid rieri debeat, sive riat 
sive non, et dicitur tropologia, id est 
sermo conversus ad instructionem morum; 
quandoque per id quod ractum est vel rit 
vel riet, et dicitur specialiter allegoria, 
nam 1 aleon 1 grace alienum est latina et 
'gorie' subiectum quasi sermo pro alia 
re quam ex superricie verborum intelligas 
sermo subiectus, ut cum loquendo de David 
et Christum intelligendo. 
De omnibus his racile est ad manum 
exempla supponere, ut ita !III pedes 
manse de ipsa mensa supponi demonstrentur. 
Historia plano sermone narratur cum 
dicitur: •Populus ex Egypto liberatus, in 
deserto tabernaculum erectum; 1 methaphorice 
acceptis verbis, cum dicitur: (Gen. 1, 1): 
'In principio creavit Deus celum et terram,' 
quia nomine cell per transsumptionem 
intelliguntur angel!, nomine terre con-
rusa elementorum machina. Allegoria est 
cum verbis sive rebus misticis occulta 
Christi et ecclesie sacramenta signiricantur: 
verbis ita (Is. 11, i): 1Egredietur birga 
de radice !esse, et rlos de radice eius 
ascendet,' quod est, nascetur virgo Maria 
de stirpe David et Christus de ea--quidam 
taman dicunt hoc esse historiam per 
metaphorice transsumpta verba narratam; 
rebus, ut cum populus de Egypto per 
sanguinem agni salvatus, ecclesiam 
signiricat passione Christi a dominatione 
diaboli liberatam. Tropologia ad morum 
inrormationem apertis ver figuratis 
verbis respicit: apertis ita (I Joh. 
3, xviii): 'F'ililli, non diligamus 
verbo et lingua, sed opere et veri tate. 1 
Figuratis ita (Eccl. 9, viii): 1 0mni 
tempore sint vestimenta tua candida 
et oleum de capite tuo non deficiat.' 
Anagoge dicitur cum de rutura vita 
in cells occultis et apertis verbis 
tractatur: apertis sic (Matt. 5, 
viii): 1 Beati mundo corde quoniam 
ipsi Deum videbunt'; misticis sic (Apoc. 
22, 14): 'Beati qui lavant stolas suas 
ut sit illis potestas in ligno vite, et 
per portas intrent in civitatem,' quod 
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est: Beati qui mundant cogitationes 
et opera ut possint Deum videre, qui 
ait (Joh. 14, vi): 'Ego sum via, 
veritatas et vita,' ut per doctrinam 
et exempla procedentium patrum intrent 
in regnum celorum,
4
nam porte dicuntur 
exempla sanctorum. 
The above excerpt not only defines and illustrates 
each of the four senses of Scriptural exegesis, but it 
reemphasizes the basic rules of exegesis which we have 
already discussed. Moreover it looks forward to a 
distinction which will be more fUlly developed in the 
writings of St. Thomas Aquinas: it relates poetic 
metaphor to the fourfold interpretation. Poetic metaphor 
("verbis metaphorice, 115 according to Peter of Poitiere) 
is part of the literal or historical sense; it is not a 
part of the allegorical meaning. Such a distinction is 
fUndamental to an understanding of allegory in the Middle 
Ages and is typical of the Scholastics, whom we now wish 
to consider. 
Albertus Magnus 
A modern scholar summarizes a change in the relation-
ship of theology and exegesis which occurred near the 
4Petri Pictaviensis, pp. 100-102. 
5see the above excerpt. 
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beginning of the thirteenth centur,r: 
Under the influence of the Aristotelian 
concept of science, theologians brought 
themselves to admit in theory what they 
had long recognized in the practical 
organization of teaching. Tbaology is 
a 'speculative science'; it proceeds to 
new conclusions from the premises of 
revelation just as each of the inferior 
sciences starts from its own agreed 
assumptions. Its method is argumenta-
tive, not exegetical. At last the 
theologians felt sufficiently sure of 
themselves to drop the fiction that all 
their work was a mere training for the 
allegorical interpretation. They for-
mally freed theology from exe~esis, and 
hence exegesis from theology. 
The description of this change in relationship between 
theology and exegesis is important not only for our thesis 
because it shows that exegesis can be used for other 
writings than theology, but it is important in the survey 
of the fourfold method. This change does not mean that 
the spiritual interpretation will no longer be used for 
Scripture; rather it indicates that the interpretation of 
Scripture will be more argumentative. 
Before we attempt to show the change in the work of 
St. Thomas Aquinas, we would like to consider the exegesis 
of his teacher, St. Albert the Great (d. 15 November, 1280). 
Albertus Magnus was not only the guide and teacher of 
St. Thomas Aquinas, but his own learning and scholarship 
6Beryl. Smalley, ~Bible in ~Middle Ages (Oxford, 
1952), pp. 293-29~· 
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was so great that he is called "Doctor Universalis." 
It is remarkable that this friar of 
the Middle ages, in the midst of his 
many duties as a religious, as provin-
cial of his order, as bishop and papal 
legate, as preacher of a crusade ••• 
should have been able to compose a 
veritable encyclopedia, containing 
scientific treatises on about every 
subject, and displaying an insight 
into nature and a knowledge of theology 
which surprised his contemporaries and 
still excites the admiration of learned 
men in our own times,7 
In addition to this extensive knowledge Albertus 
Magnus was also renowned as a scholarly philosopher, and 
when we remember that in the Middle Ages philosophy 
included a knowledge of physica and mathematics we realize 
that the scholarly honors heaped upon him are justified. 
St. Albert is perhaps better known for his literal 
commentaries on the Gospels. However, he also accepts in 
theory and practice the spiritual interpretation. St. 
Albert's works are found in a large folio edition of thirty-
six volumes8 and an attempt to deal with all the material 
would be outside the purpose of this study. Therefore I 
would like to select a few instances of his use of the 
fourfold method. In him commentary on the Psalms St. Albert 
7The Catholic Encyclopedia, I, 265. 
8B. Alberti Magni, Operia Omnia, ed. Augusti Borgnet 
(Parisiis, 1892). 
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begins, "Triplex interpretatio loci hujus, 119 and then 
proceeds to praise the use of the fourfold method in the 
preface of this work: 11Elevatur enim a sensu historiae ad 
sensum tropologium, et allegoricum, usque ad sensum ana-
gogicum, qui proprie de divinis est pretiositatibus et est 
admirabilis."10 
St. Albert also continues the use of the distinctio 
which, as we have seen, 11 is a dictionary of multiple 
meanings, and finally in practice he uses the fourfold 
method in his work. He wrote a commentary on the book 
of Lamentations and his commentary followed the fourfold 
division: 
Lamentatio ista secundum quadruplicem 
alphabeticum in quatuor distinguitur 
partes secundum materiam. Poteat 
enim considerari planctus de ablatione 
boni, et de praesentia mali, et de 
comparatione unius ad alterum. 
Ablatio autem boni duplex est, boni 
scilicet utilis, et istud deplangitur 
in capite primo: et boni ad gloriam 
pertinentia, et illa deplanguntur in 
capite secundo. In tertia vero de-
plangitur secundum partes miseria 
mali praesentis. In quarto vero 
infelicitas miseriae comparata ad 
9Magni, XV, 1. 
10~ •• XV, 1. 
11 
.51. See above, p. 
11.5 
felicitatem1~raecedentis gloriae deploratur. 
The book of Lamentations, as explained by St. Albert, 
is concerned with a fourfold loss. However, he is aware 
that other interpretations have been given for this work: 
"Sunt etiam qui dicunt, quod quia nos et mundus de 
quatuor consistit ••• et quia annus de temporibus quatuor 
1113 A consistit.... But lbert will have nothing to do with 
these interpretations because they cannot be substanti-
ated by the historical meaning: "Sed nos de divisionibus 
quae ex littera trahi non p~ssunt, consuevimus non 
curare. 1114 
Albert in his rejection of interpretation which is 
not based on the historical sense of Scripture is con-
sciously aware15 that he is under "the Aristotelian 
16 
concept of science," but to see this influence more 
fully we need turn to his pupil, St. Thomas Aquinas. 
12Magni, XVIII, p. 250. 
13 
Ibid., p. 250. 
l4Ibid 
--· 
p. 251. 
15see Scriptum Super Arborem Aristotelis, XXXVII, 574 ¥. 
16 Smalley, p. 293. 
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St. Thomas Aquinas 
Glunz, in his History of the Vulgate, 17 has described 
the training of a Scholastic philosopher in the Middle 
Ages. The first step involved the study of the Vulgate in 
order to determine "the religious truths and metaphysical 
realities revealed in the Bible. The next step in the 
proceedings was to draw these truths out of the biblical 
18 
context." We have already seen that a host of commenta-
tors had undertaken these tasks. But now the truths thus 
discovered must be arranged in order; some systematic 
tabulation of these truths ( 111 sensus 1 or 1 sententiae, 1 
as they were called, i.e., the profound teaching contained 
in the Bible 11 ) 19 was required. This need was fulfilled in 
works entitled Sentences, the best known of which in the 
early Middle Ages was Libri Quattuor Sententiarum of Peter 
the Lombard. "The apex of the scholastic pyramid was 
formed by confirming and strengthening the Sentences with 
the help of rational thought."20 By various forms of 
l7Glunz, p. 208 f. 
18Ibid., p. 208. 
19 
!!:2.!.£. ' p. 209. 
20Ibid., p. 209. 
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reasoning, this philosophic stage in the process introduced 
a Christian Rationalist who was to flourish in the thir-
teenth century when Aristotelian logic became well known 
to medieval Scholastics. 
St. Thomas Aquinas was trained in the above manner in 
the thirteenth century. "He, too, wrote a number of 
biblical commentaries, made ample use of the Sentences, 
and completed, in his Summa theologica [sic], a method of 
philosophical inquiry which was to become the model for 
the later Middle Ages." 21 It is not surprising, therefore, 
to find St. Thomas concerned with the fourfold interpreta-
tion in his work. In several places St. Thomas discusses 
this exegetical method, but perhaps his most important 
consideration of the spiritual senses of Scripture is in 
his Summa Theologica. In one article of this work St. 
Thomas is concerned with the problem of multiple senses 
in Scripture. In his customary manner, he first sets down 
the objections against his proposition. The first objec-
tion to the multiplicity of senses in Scripture is that 
several interpretations (literal, allegorical, tropological 
and anagogical) would produce confusion and destroy all 
force of argument. Before treating this objection, St. 
Thomas defines the literal and spiritual senses: 
21 Glunz, p. 210. 
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••• whereas in every other science things 
are signified by words, this science (of 
interpretation] has the property that 
the things signified by the words have 
themselves also a signification. There-
fore that first signification whereby 
things signified by words have themselves 
also a signification is called the spiri-
tual interpretation which is based on 
the literal int~~pretation, and 
presupposes it. 
Two observations can be made on the remarks of St. 
Thomas. The literal interpretation is based on the word 
itself and secondly, like so many commentaries on the 
allegorical method (as we have seen), the allegorical is 
firmly based on the literal interpretation. 
St. Thomas then answers the first objection that 
multiplicity of interpretation could provide ambiguity. 
"The multiplicity of these interpretations does not 
produce ambiguity or any kind of equivocation, seeing 
that these interpretations are not multiplied because 
one word signifies several things; but because the things 
signified by the words can be themselves types of other 
things. n23 St. Thomas's answer reflects the dual! ty which 
is inherent in medieval exegesis from Alcuin to the 
the Scholastics. 
22 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, tr. Fathers of 
the English Dominican Province (London, 1911), p. 11. 
23!121:£., p. 17. 
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The second objection deals with St. Augustine's 
division of the Old Testament: 
Further, Augustine says that 'the 
Old Testament has a fourfold division 
as to history, etiology, analogy, and 
allegory.' These four seem altogether 
different from the four divisions 
mentioned in the first objection. 
Therefore it does not seem fitting 
to explain the same word of Holy 
Writ according to the four diffe~~nt 
interpretations mentioned above. ~ 
St. Thomas answers this objection by including the 
first three--history, etiology, analogy--under the literal 
interpretation, and by letting the allegorical interpre-
25 tation stand "for the three spiritual interpretations." 
St. Thomas's authority for this distinction is Hugh of St. 
Victor, who set down only three interpretations--the 
historical, the allegorical, and the tropological--but 
included the anagogical under the allegorical. 
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The third objection is a minor one which St. Thomas 
handles briefly: "Further besides these interpretations, 
there is the parabolical, which is not one of these four.'~6 
To this objection St. Thomas answers that the parabolical 
24Aquinas, pp. 16-17. 
25 
25Ibid., p. 18. 
26Ibid., p. 17. 
(or metaphorical) is part of the literal sense: "When 
Scripture speaks of God's arm, the literal sense is not 
that God has such a member, but only what is signified by 
this member, namely, operative power."27 St. Thomas's 
reply to this objection is of invaluable help to the modern 
critic of literature (for his subject relates to literary 
criticism) because he makes a distinction between poetic 
metaphor and the allegorica1 sense. Metaphor in its 
various forms belongs to the literal interpretation; it 
is not a part of the allegorical sense. 
St. Thomas also treats of the possibility of multipli-
city of senses by use of the fourfold method in his Quod-
libet.28 The same objection is raised here as is presented 
in the article in the Summa and the same answer is given: 
"Ad primum ergo dicendum quod varietas sensuum, quorum unus 
ab alio non procedit, facit multiplicatatem locutionis, sed 
sensus spiritualis semper fundatur super litteralem et 
procedit ex eo. Unde ex hoc quod sacra Scriptura exponitur 
27 Aquinas, p. 18. 
28"'Quodlibeta' (may be rendered 'Various Subjects' or 
'Free Discussions•). They present questions or arguments 
proposed and answers given in or outside the lecture halls, 
chiefly in the more formal scholastic exercises, ••• which 
were held once or twice a year." Catholic Encyclopedia, 
XIV, 666. 
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litteraliter et spiritualiter non est in ipsa aliqua 
multiplici tas, 1129 I feel that the above work (as well as 
St. Thomas's Commentary~~ Epistles to the Galatians,3° 
which contains reference to Scriptural interpretation) 
need not be further cited as evidence of St. Thomas's 
stand on the interpretation of the Bible. The Summa 
Theologica sums up his position: he not only subscribes 
to the theory of the fourfold system of interpretation, 
but actually carries the system out in his own commentaries 
on the Bible. 
St. Bonaventure 
St. Bonaventure (1221-1274) is intimately linked with 
the Franciscan order, He entered the order around the year 
1238 and studied at the University of Paris under Alexander 
of Hales, the founder of the Franciscan School. He gradu-
ated from the University in 1248 and continued to teach 
there until 1255, and two years later the degree of Doctor 
"was solemnly bestowed on St. Bonaventure and St. Thomas 
29 Thomas Aquinas, Opera Omnia (Parmae, 1852), IX, 563. 
30 8 Ibid,, XII, 3 2 f. 
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Aquinas at the university.n3l Also in 1257 he was elected 
Minister General of the Friars Minor, However, Bonaventure 
was not only the head or a great religious order; he was 
"the leader or a philosophical school, an extremely fertile 
writer, a theologian and a mystic."32 
St. Bonaventure's writings may be classified under 
four different headings: dogmatic, mystic, homiletic, and 
exegetical. We are mainly concerned with the last or these 
33 groups. In several places in these writings St. Bonaven-
ture comments upon the use or the fourfold method or 
interpretation. 
One of the most unusual of Bonaventure's works is a 
short treatise entitled De Reductions Artium ~ Theologiam 
in which he demonstrates the relationship which the arts 
and philosophy bear to theology. As we now know from our 
brief discussion of education in the Middle Ages the seven 
liberal arts served as a preparation for the study or 
31catholic Encyclopedia, II, 649. For a compari~on 
between St. Bonaventure and St. Thomas Aquinas see Etienne 
Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Bonaventure, tr. Dom Iletyd 
Trethowan-ind F. J. Sheed TLondon, 1938), pp. 234-237. 
32 Gilson, St. Bonaventure, p. 35. 
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33see Saint Bonaventure's De Reductions Artium ad 
Theologiam, tr. Sister Emma Thlr~se Healy (Saint Bonaven-
ture, New York, 1939), pp. 25-26 for a list or his writings. 
theology. In this work Bonaventure shows that they are all 
absorbed in the study of theology. In the beginning of his 
work St. Bonaventure cites the Epistle of St. James, i.17: 
"Every best gift and every perfect gift is fromabove, 
coming down from the Father of lights." He subdivides 
these "lights" or gifts into four; the last is the light 
of Sac~ed Scripture. 
Although in its literal sense, it is 
one, in its spiritual and mystical 
sense, it is threefold, for in all the 
books of Sacred Scripture, in addition 
to the literal meaning which the words 
clearly express, there is implied a 
threefold spiritual meaning: namely, 
the allegorical, by which we are taught 
what to believe concerning Divinity and 
humanity; the moral by which we are 
taught how to live; and the anagogical 
by which we are taught how to keep 
close to God. Hence all of Sacred 
Scripture teaches these three truths: 
namely, the eternal generation and 
Incarnation of Christ, the pattern of 
human life, and union of the soul with 
God. The first regards faith; the 
second, mprals; the third, the purpose 
of both. 34-
In another brief work entitled the Breviloguium st. 
Bonaventure in summary form provides "the most sublime 
compendium of dogma in our possession."35 In discussing 
the profundity of Sacred Scripture St. Bonaventure points 
35catholic Encyclopedia, II, 651. 
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out the sense of Scripture is not limited to the literal 
meaning but may contain an allegorical, a tropological, and 
an anagogical meaning: 
Habet postremo ipsa Scripture 'profunditalem,' 
quae consistit in multiplicitate mysticorum 
intelligentiarum, Nam praeter litteralem 
sensuam habet in diversis locis exponi 
tripliciter scilicet allegorice, moraliter 
et anagogice, Est autem 1allegoria, 1 
quando per unum factum indicatur aliud 
factum, secundum quod credendum est, 
1Tropologia 1 sive moralitas est, quando 
per id quod factum est, datur intelligi 
aliud, quod faciendum est. 1Anagogia, 1 
quasi sursum ductio, est, quando datur 
intelligi illud quod desiderandum est 
scilicet aeterna felicitas Beatorum,3S 
Thus for St. Bonaventure the allegorical interpretation 
refers to what we must believe; the tropological, to what we 
must do; the anagogical, to the promise of a future 
reward,37 
In another exegetical work, Collationes in Hexameron, 
St. Bonaventure records an unfinished series of conferences 
which he delivered in Paris in 1273. The title of this 
36s. Bonaventurae, Operia Omnia, ed, PP collegia S. 
Bonaventurae (Collegii s. Bonaventurae, 1881), v, 205, 
37 It is interesting to observe that the footnote to this 
section of St. Bonaventure's Breviloguium refers to the now 
familiar summary of the fourfold meaning: 
Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria, 
Moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia. 
Ibid., p. 205, n. 5. 
work is somewhat misleading. Bonaventure is not attempting 
to write a commentary on Genesis, Chapter 1, which tells 
of the six days of creation. Rather he is attempting to 
make some practical applications of Genesis to his own day. 
In the second Conference he first summarizes the three 
spiritual senses without actually using the words allegori-
cal, tropological and anagogical: "Triplex refulget 
intelligentia in Scriptura, quae docet, quid 1 credendum, 1 
quid 'exspectandum,' quid 1 operandum.•38 Then St. Bonaven-
ture relates these definitions to the three spiritual 
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senses by actually applying the correct word to each defi-
nition. For example: "Tertia est 'tropologia' iuxta 
tertiam intelligentiam, quae docet, quid agendum. n39 
Examples of this fourfold exegesis4° follow each definition. 
In Conference Thirteen, Bonaventure again refers to 
the use of the fourfold sense of Scripture. Here he begins 
by insisting on the need of the literal sense in inter-
pretation: "Ideo primus sensu 'li tteralis'; deinde, quia 
'res' significant, aunt tres sensus ••• Et secundum hoc est 
triplex intelligentia spiritualis: 'allegoria,' quid 
38Bonaventurae, V, 338. 
39~ •• p. 339. 
4°Ibid., PP· 338-339. 
credendum; 1 anagogia,• quid exspectandum, 1 tropologia, 1 
quid operandum. n4l 
Bonaventure then proceeds to show that the use of the 
fourfold method not only leads to the literal, allegorical, 
anagogical and moral meanings of Sacred Scripture, but it 
also leads man to the knowledge, love, and praise of 
God.42 
Indeed all of the above excerpts from Bonaventure's 
writing are related to his theory of knowledge. The prob-
lem, for example, in his Collationes in Hexameron was: 
how can we know the universe? If there is in nature a 
sensible revelation analogous to that of the Scriptures, 
then the answer to Bonaventure's question could be found 
in the way in which we 11 know 11 the Scriptures: the fourfold 
method, 
Just as there is an immediate and 
literal sense of the sacred text, but 
also an allegorical sense by which we 
discover the truth of faith that the 
letter signifies, a tropological sense 
by which we discover a moral precept ••• 
and an anagogical sense by which our 
souls are raised to the love and desire 
of God, so we must not attend to the 
literal and immediate sense of the book 
of creation but look for its inner 
meaning in the theological, moral and 
mystical lessons which it contains. 
The passage from one of these two 
spheres to the other is the more easily 
41Bonaventurae, V, 389. 
42 Ibid. , p. 390. 
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effected in that they are in reality 
inseparable. If things can be con-
sidered as signs in the order of 
nature, it is because they already 
play their part in the order of reve-
lation. The terms employed by any 
science designate only things, but 
these things in their turn designate 
truths of a theological, moral or 
mystical order. We have then done 
nothing but apply to the sensible 
world around us the ordinarily 
accepted methods of scriptural exe-
gesis in treating bodies and souls 
as allegories of the creative Trinity, 
and it is only in this way that the 
univ~)se has revealed its true mean-
ing. 
Thus the fourfold method Of interpretation was, 
according to Bonaventure, not only a way of knowing the 
truth of Scripture but also by analogy the way we know 
the truths of the universe.44 
Stephen Langton 
The Victorine tradition which we have previously 
discussed did not die out, but passed into the capable 
hands of the Paris schoolmasters of the twelfth century. 
Chief among these schoolmasters who continued the 
Victorine tradition were Peter Comester (died c. 1169), 
4JGilson, pp. 229-230 
44For a full treatment of analogy in Bonaventure's writ-
ing see Gilson, p. 204 f. 
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Peter the Chanter (died c. 1197) and Stephen Langton (died 
1228). 
Langton was a famous Biblical scholar, who later 
became Cardinal and Archbishop of Canterbury. Langton is 
justly famous as a Biblical scholar and defender of civil 
liberties. "Little though they may think it, every one 
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who reads the Bible or enjoys the benefit of civic freedom 
owes a deep debt of gratitude to this Catholic Cardinal.n45 
Langton is responsible for the division of the Bible into 
chapters and the "importance of this work may be suffi-
ciently guaged by its widespread adoption, for this division 
into chapters has not only passed from the Vulgate to all 
modern vernacular versions of the Bible, but has been 
applied with obvious advantage to the Greek New Testament 
and to the Septuagint. It is indeed one of the few cases 
in which Latin scholarship has affected the Eastern 
churches,n46 Archbishop Langton's role in the struggle 
between King John and the English barons, a struggle which 
resulted in the Magna,Charta, has been retold many times.47 
Our chief interest is in Langton's method of exegesis. 
45catholic Encyclopedia, VIII, 791. 
4bibid., p. 791. 
471£!£., p. 792. 
Before we examine his method a few words about the tech-
niques used in preserving his commentaries. As we now 
have them his commentaries seem to be class notes of his 
lectures taken down by his students. Such class notes or 
reportatio were established university practices in medi-
eval universities of' the twelfth century. "The lectures 
or their 1 reportationes 1 for which the master's clerk or 
later his bachelor may have been especially responsible, 
were copies and distributed. ,4B These class notes were 
corrected by the master before they were published. The 
reportationes are of interest to us because if we can show 
that Langton, for example, used the four senses in his 
lectures we have additional evidence for asserting that 
this method was used widely throughout the Middle Ages. 
In a manuscript at Trinity College,49 Oxford there ia 
ample evidence that Langton recognized the f'our senses: 
48Hastings Rashdall, The Universities 
Middle Age4, ed. F. M. Powicke and A. B. 
1936), I, 90. 
of Europe in ~ 
Emden (Oxford, 
49Beryl Smalley, "Stephen Langton and the Four Senses 
of Scripture," Speculum, VI (1931), 60-76. In our dis-
cussion of Langton's use of' the fourfold method we rely 
on the researches of' Miss Beryl Smalley, who has been 
able to examine English manuscripts which were not 
available to us. 
130 
Tabernaculum istud est militans 
ecclesia, quinque cortine quinque 
libri Moysi litteraliter intellecti, 
qui sunt ecclesie ad refrigerium 
contra incentiua uitiorum, et ad 
ornatum virtutum et ad defensionem 
contra intemperiem malignorum 
spirituum. Non nacat etiam quod 
Dominus iussit cortinas fieri ex 
IIII coloribus Scripturam Sacram. 
Hystorice allegorice tropologice 
anagogice. Per byssam retortam 
propter fili fortitudinem designatur 
hystoria, que firma debet esse et 
fortes, et etiam fundamentum alle-
gorie. Sed illi qui transeunt minus 
sifficienter exponentes litteram, 
non habent byssam retortam inno 
filium simpliciter in cortina taber-
naculi id est ecclesie. Per iacenc-
tum designatur allegoria ••• Per 
purpuram designatur tropologia ••• 
Per coctum bis tinctum significatur 
anagoge et significat caritatem, 
que in goesenti tingitur et in 
futura, 
In the above passage from Langton's prologue to the 
Pentateuch the tabernacle stands for the Church Militant 
and the five curtains of the tabernacle protect and adorn 
the Church. God ordered the curtains to be of four colors, 
which are the four methods of interpreting Scripture. 
In practice, that is in his commentaries, Langton 
uses the threefold sense of the Victorines. 11 The anagogi-
cal sense, we may suppose, is never mentioned because it 
5°Ms. Trinity, Oxford 65, fol. la, quoted by B. Smalley, 
11 Langton, 11 p. 63. 
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merges conveniently with the allegorical and the moral. 1151 
In his commentaries Langton also presents the literal and 
spiritual expositions separately. 
One of the questions associated with the fourfold 
interpretation is how does metaphor and symbol fit into 
this type of interpretation? Are they a part of the lit-
eral or the allegorical interpretation? Fortunately 
Langton answers this question. In Langton and St. Thomas 
the literal interpretation includes metaphor and symbolism. 
Let us look at a passage which includes a metaphor: ".A 
star shall rise out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall spring 
up from Israel." Num. xxiv.l7 Langton in commenting 
upon the passage says: 
••• est hie aperta prophetia de Christo. 
Unde non opportet his alium sensum 
litteralem intelligi a prophetia. 
Unde secundum hoc in littera est pro-
cedendum. 'Stella' Christus 1 oritur 1 
per carnem 'ex Jacot' Iudiorum populo 
1Et percutiet 1 Christus 'duces Moab' 
quod factum est per David qui eos 
subingiuganit ••• 'et erit Idumes pos-
sessio eius' etc. Omnes gentes fuerunt 
ei id est Christo. Ad litteram hoc 
imple~um est sub David, ut mistice 
Christus vicia conterit, et possidebit 
terras eorum, id est homi~es, quos 
servos habebant peccata.5 
51 MS. Trinity, Oxford 65, fol. la, quoted by B. Smalley, 
"Langton," p. 64. 
52Ibid., pp. 65-66. 
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As usual Langton first gives the literal interpreta-
tion. Here the literal interpretation shows that the 
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prophecy in the above text had a partial fulfillment under 
David, but more importantly the passage shows us that Langton 
includes the interpretation of the symbol (David a symbol of 
the coming of Christ) under the literal exposition. He then 
proceeds to give the spiritual interpretation of the passage; 
"allegorically the 'star' is the Blessed Virgin, the 'scep-
tre,' her Son; tropologically, the 1 star 1 is the 'light of 
good works,' the 'sceptre' is 'chastisement of conscience.•"53 
Langton is not questioning the fourfold interpretation. 
He is making a clearcut distinction between the literal and 
the spiritual interpretations, Indeed Langton, like the 
followers of the Victorine tradition, believed that the 
spiritual sense is superior to the literal: "'Thy silver 
is turned into dross' l]sa. i,22] •••• This is the silver 
of which it is said: The words of the Lord are pure words; 
as silver tried by fire [Ps. xi.7]. Scholars turn it 'into 
dross' when they abandon tropological and moral questions 
and pursue curious ones."54 
53smalley, Bible in Middle Ages, p. 233. 
54Ms. Laud Misc. 149, fol. 4c. "Argentum est !llud de quo: 
1Eloquia, Domini eloquia costa.' Hoc argentum scholares 'in 
scorium' vertunt, cum scil tropologicas et morales questiones 
relinquunt et cortosas sequuntur." Quoted by B. Smalley, 
"Langton," p. 243. 
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In the spiritual interpretation of Langton and other 
followers of the Victorine tradition we see a change in the 
character of their expositions. Hugh of St. Victor, for 
example, had made a thorough use of the Fathers in his exe-
gesis. On the other hand, references to the Fathers are less 
frequent in the writings of the followers of the Victorines. 
A new feature, the distinctio, takes the place of these 
patristic citations. We must consider the distinctio because 
it is related to the fourfold interpretation of Scripture, 
and because it is also closely related to twelfth century 
popular preaching. 
"The distinctio is the interpretation of a text or a 
word of the text according to this fourfold sense.rr55 As an 
illustration of this definition let us consider an example 
from the Distinctiones of Peter of Poitiers: 
Est lectus scripture ut in Cantico: 
1 Lectus noster floridus, tigna domorum 
nostrarum cedrina (Cant. I, 15-16); 
contemplationis, ut: 1Erunt duo in 
lecto uno, unus assumeter et alter 
relinquetur' (Luke, XVII, 34); ecclesie, 
ut: 'Lavabo per singulas noctes lectum 
meum' (Ps. VI, 7): carnalis voluptatis, 
ut ibidem secundum aliam lectionem; 
item: "Qui lascivitis in lectulis 
eburneis (Amos VI, 4l; item: 1 Si 
ascendero in lectum strati mei' (Ps. 
CIXXI, 3); eterne dampnationis, ut 
1 In tenebris stravi lectulum meum' 
55Philip s. Moore, The Works of Peter of Poitiers, 
Publications in Medieval Studies (Notre Dame-,-1936), I, 
79· 
(Job, XVII, 13); eterne beatmtudinis, ut: 
'Pueri ~~i mecum sunt in cubili (Luke, 
XI, 7). 
In the above example the 11bed of Scripture" is the 
hi storica.l meaning; the allegorica 1 meanings are 11bed of 
contemplation" and 11bed of the Church"; the moral meanings 
are the "bed of conscience," "bed of pleasure"; the ana-
gogical meanings are 11bed of eternal punishment" and 11bed 
of eternal pleasure." As Moore points out57 not all of 
these meanings are given for every distinctio, but these 
medieval spiritual dictionaries did supply the preacher 
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with a storehouse of knowledge and also made the spiritual 
interpretation more free than it had been under the Victor-
ines. In fact we may wonder if the spiritual interpretation 
which since the time of Augustine had operated under rules, 
did not become subjective? Fortunately Langton does relate 
the story of a man who objected to the allegorical inter-
pretation. When this man was informed that the red color 
of the cow, which was sacrificed according to the Law, was 
to be interpreted as signifying the blood shed by Christ in 
His Passion, he objected saying that it would not have made 
56Paris, Bibl. nat., MS lat. 425, fol. l.r.b., quoted 
by Moore, p. 80. The text has been available to me only 
as given in Moore. 
57 Ibid., p. 79. 
any difference if the color of the cow were black. Some 
allegory, he felt, would be discovered for a black cow. 
Langton deals with the objection as follows: 
Item runinare in malo accipitur: ••• id 
eat catholicaa expoaitiones sacre 
pagine (heretici) deridebant et denti-
bus destructionis comminuebant, ut 
ille qui audiens quod uitula de qua 
fiebat cinerea luatrationis erat rufer, 
quia signabat carnem Christi sanguine 
passionis rubricandam, detrahendo ait: 
Non uacaret a misterio si nigra esset, 
tanquam si diceret: Nil ualet ista 
allegoria. Quia cuiusque coloris 
esset uitula ind~8potest fabulosa a llegoria trahi..? 
In relating this anecdote Langton is more interested in 
presenting an example of impiety than a direct refutation 
of a charge of ambiguity because of the allegorical method, 
Forceful and direct refutation is not necessary, for here 
Langton's exegesis is based on a rule for allegorical 
interpretation. It is the same rule used earlier by St. 
Augustine: "It [the allegorical interpretation] must 
conform to the Christian faith."59 In Langton's time the 
rules governing the fourfold method, as well as the use of 
the method itself, were so universally acknowledged that a 
defense of them no longer seemed in order. 
5BMS. Trinity Coll., Cambridge 69, fol. 37, quoted by 
B. Smalley, Langton," p. 76. 
59smalley, p. 261. 
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Dante 
The relationship between Dante and medieval Scholastic 
philosophers has been fully established. St. Thomas Aquinas 
was not only one of Dante's favorite authors but his philos-
ophy, as well as that of other Scholastics, strongly influ-
enced Dante's writings. 60 
Just as the Scholastic philosophers presented a 
synthesis of medieval thought in their Summas, so also did 
Dante attempt a medieval synthesis in his criticism and his 
poetry. Part of such a synthesis clearly involved the use 
of the fourfold method. 
In Dante's Convivio or Banquet, a criticism written in 
vernacular prose, we have a kind of popularization of 
Scholastic philosophy in the form of a commentary upon 
Dante's odes. This commentary was not completed, but in 
the sections which we have Dante tells us that his purpose 
was "to demonstrate the true meaning of those Poems, which 
some could not perceive unless I relate it, because it is 
concealed under the veil of Allegory; and this it not only 
will give pleasure to hear, but subtle instruction, both 
as to the diction and as to the intention of the other 
6o Dante Alighieri, Eleven Letters, tr. Charles s. 
Latham, ed. George R. Carpenter (New York, 1892), pp. 
212-213. 
138 
61 
writings." In a mood of intellectual and moral confidence 
Dante proceeds to explain the allegory: 
I say then, as it is narrated in the first 
chapter, that this exposition must be 
Literal and Allegorical; and to make 
this explicit one should know that it 
is possible to understand a book in four 
different ways, and that it ought to be 
explained chiefly in this manner. The one 
is termed Literal, and this is that which 
does not extend beyond the text itself, 
such as is the fit narration of that thing 
whereof you are discoursing ••• Another is · 
termed Allegorical, and it is that which 
is concealed under the veil of fables, and 
is a Truth concealed under a beautiful 
Untruth; as when Ovid says that Orpheus 
with his lute made the wild beasts tame, 
and made the trees and the stones to follow 
him which signifies that the wise man with 
the instrument of his voice makes cruel 
hearts gentle and humble, and makes those 
follow his will who have not the living 
force of knowledge and of art; who, what-
ever, are as the stones ••• The third sense 
is termed Moral; and this is that which the 
readers ought intently to search for in 
books, for their own advantage and for that 
of their descendants ••• The fourth sense is 
termed Mystical, that is, above sense, 
supernatural; and this it is, when spir-
itually one expounds a writing which even 
in the Literal sense by the things signi-
fied bears express refer~~ce to the Divine 
things of Eternal Glory. 
Dante continued to espouse the fourfold method in his 
other criticisms. For example, in his dedicatory letter to 
61 Dante AlighieriJ The Banquet, tr. Elizabeth P. Sayer 
(London, 1887), p. lo. 
62 Ibid., pp. 47-49· 
Can Grande della Scala, Vicar General of the Most Holy 
Roman Empire in the city of Verona and the town of Vicenza, 
he not only explains the intention and the allegorical 
meaning of the Divine Comedy, but he comments on its 
multiple levels of meaning. 
For the clearness, therefore, of what I 
shall say, it must be understood that 
the meaning of this work is not simple, 
but rather can be said to be o:f many 
significations, that is, o:f several 
meanings ••• That this method of expound-
ing may be more clearly set :forth, we 
can consider it in these lines: 'When 
Israel went out o:f Egypt, the house o:f 
JacoQ from a people o:f strange language; 
Judah was his sanctuary and Israel his 
dominion.' For i:f we consider the 
letter alone, the departure o:f the 
children o:f Israel :from Egypt in the 
time o:f Moses is signi:fied; i:f the ~­
~' our redemption accomplished in 
Christ is signi:fied; if the moral mean-
ing, the conversion o:f the soul :rrom--
the sorrow and misery o:f sin to a state 
o:f grace is signi:fied; i:f the anagogical, 
the departure of the sancti:fied soul 
:from the slavery o:f this corruption to 
the libert~3 o:r everlasting glory is signi:fied. 
Modern critics of Dante have, until recently, disre-
garded his insistence on the need :for multiple interpreta-
tions, simultaneously true, o:f his poetry. This neglect 
has resulted in confused and incomplete explications o:f his 
work. For example, Farrar in his study on Dante, while 
63Dante, Eleven Letters, p. 193 
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recognizing the possibility of several meanings in the Divine 
Comedy selects as the chief meaning of the poem the moral 
allegory, 64 
In recent times several scholars, notably Dunbar and 
Fergusson,65 have returned to Dante's own comment on the 
interpretation of his poetry and have presented full-scale 
explanations of his work. Using Dante's suggestions, Miss 
Dunbar proceeds to the fourfold interpretation of the Divine 
Comedy. Her explication which is too long to be quoted here 
is graphically presented in the text of her study, 66 
Unfortunately we do not possess any commentaries of the 
Pearl-poet which present his suggestions as to how the poem 
is to be interpreted. However, it should now be clear that 
the fourfold method was so extensively employed by religion 
and secular authors, by critics, liturgists, preachers, 
secular and religious educatoDs tha~ it was a literary as-
sumption of the age. It now remains for us to apply this 
method to Pearl. 
64Frederick W, Farrar, Dante (New York, 1880), p. 15. 
65see Francis Fergusson, Dante's Drama of the Mind 
(Princeton, 1953), p. 177 for the fourfold-rnterpretation 
of Dante's "Paradiso" arranged in four vertical columns. 
66see Dunbar, p. 98 for a chart entitled ''Reality as 
expressed through the fourfold method." 
CHAPTER VI 
THE AUTHOR AND BACKGROUND OF PEARL 
Manuscript 
Pearl has been fortunately preserved for modern 
readers in an unique manuscript, MS. Cotton Nero !.X., in 
the British Museum. Sir Frederick Madden was the first 
to give' an account of this manuscript in his m Gawayne: 
A Collection of Ancient Romance Poems, 1 in which he dis-
tinguished among the four poems contained in the manu-
script--Pearl, Purity (or Cleanness), Patience, and Sir 
Gawain and ~Green Knight. 
Some years later a facsimile of MS. Cotton Nero A.X. 
was reproduced by Gollancz. As all students of the poems 
now know, the name ~f the manuscript is derived from the 
fact that it was placed in a box in the library of Sir 
Robert Cotton. On top of the box was a bust of the Roman 
Emperor Nero. What is not well known is how the manuscript 
arrived in Cotton's possession. "The MS. now known as 
Cotton Nero A.X. came to Sir Robert Cotton from the library 
of Henry Savile of Bank, in Yorkshire (1568-1617), a great 
collector who secured rich spoils from the Northern monas-
1syr Gawayne: A Collection of Ancient Romance Poems, 
ed. Sir Frederick Madden (London; 18390, pp. xlvii-1. 
terie s and abbeys. In Brit. Mus: MS. Harl. 1879, a cata-
logue of Savile 1 s library, there is a reference to 'an 
owld booke in English verse beginning Pearle pleasants to 
princes pay in 4• limned.' rr2 
Date 
The manuscript, a small quart~ volume, is written in 
small handwriting, Which has been dated in the end of the 
fourteenth centur,r. Gollancz believed that some years 
had elapsed between the composition of the poems in an 
original manuscript and the copying of them in the manu-
script we now possess. Therefore, the dates of composition 
would be some years earlier, around 1370. 
Unfortunately the date of Pearl cannot be fixed more 
precisely. The downward limit of 1400, which is determined 
by the date of the manuscript, is further limited by the 
.illustrations on the manuscript. For example, in one 
illustration there is a picture of a maiden in a costume 
of the second half of the fourteenth century. Attempts 
have been made, on the assumption of common authorship of. 
2 Pearl, Cleanness, Patience and Sir Gawain, ed. Sir I. 
Gollancz, Early English Text So~(London, 1923), p. 7. 
Reproduced in Facsimile from the Unique MS. Cotton Nero A.X. 
in the British Museum. For a review of Gollancz's work see 
W. W. Greg, "A Review of Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, and 
Sir Gawain," MLR, XIX (1924), 223-228. See also photostats 
of the manuscript in Modern Lansyage Association of America 
Rotograph Copies of~., No. 2 1924. 
the four poems, to show a chronology in the writing of 
these poems. "There are indications, though nothing 
approaching proof, that Patience and Purity are earlier 
than Sir Gawain; but there is nothing to show the 
chronological position of Pearl in the series. If all 
four poems are by the same author, the maturity of workman-
ship in Pearl would put it probably later than Purity or 
Patience.") The exact dating of Pearl cannot, at least for 
the present, be determined. However, the date of composi-
tion usually assigned to the poem, c. 1370,4 is close 
enough to the lives of the many medieval commentators whom 
we cited fn support of the fourfold interpretation of 
medieval religious and secular literature to make their 
theory valid. 
Editions, Translations and Textual Studies 
Pearl has fortunately attracted a number of capable 
editors and translators of the western world. However, 
their task has not been an easy one. As the facsimile 
indicates, the condition of the manuscript with its scribal 
errors presents many textual problems. In 1864 Morris 
3Pearl, ed. E. V. Gordon (Oxford, 1953), p. xliv. 
4John E. Wells, A Manual of the Writings in Middle 
English I0?0-1400 (New Haven;-1916), p. 578. 
published the first edition of the poem.5 In this work, 
which also includes first editions of Patience and Cleanness, 
Morris provided titles for the poems, and presented a text 
which, in the main, has been improved only in a number of 
details. 
6 Sir Israel Gollancz in 1891 was the next editor. 
However, his text suffered because of fanciful emendations. 
Because Morris in his review of this edition? adversely 
criticized some of these emendations, a controversy broke 
out between these two men. Although Morris had been care-
ful to indicate the value of Gollancz 1 s edi tion--"we feel 
that his edition of the Pearl is a real gain to English 
scholarship8--Gollancz took issue with Morris' strictures.9 
The controversy continued with a lack of urbanity on both 
~EaPlt,Beglia~ Alliterative Poems, in the West-Midland 
Dialect of the Fourteenth Century, ed.~ichard Morris, 
Early Engli~Text Soc. (London, 1864). For a review of 
this work see F. Holthausen, "The Pearl," Athenaeum (1891), 
p. 184. -
6Pearl, ed. with aodern rendering by I. Gollan£z (London, 
1891). This edition was revised and privately printed, 
London, 1897. 
7R. Morris, "Pearl," The Academy, XXXIX (June 27, 1891), 
602-603. 
8Ibid., p. 603. 
9I. Gollancz, "Notes on the Review of Pearl," The~­
emy, XL (July 11, 1891), 36-37. 
10 
sides until Morris, or so it appeared, would not put 
forth any more rejoinders. 
In the years immediately preceeding and subsequent to 
Gollancz's edition, a number of contributions to the text-
ual problems of Pearl appeared.ll In 1906 Osgood published 
an excellent new edition12 of the poem which was an advance 
in the interpretation of the text. Several years later, in 
1921, Gollancz reissued his edition of the poem. This work 
not only supplied a modern rendering13 of Pearl but also an 
edition of Boccaccio's Olympia. Gollancz included these 
two poems in the same book because he believed that they 
were elegies. In his editing of Pearl Gollancz incorpora-
10 
R. Morris, "Pearl," The Academy, XL (July 25, 1891, 
76; I. Gollanca, 11 Pearl, 1111 The Academy, XL (August 8, 1891), 
n6-n7. 
llsee w. Fick, "Zum mi ttelenglisbhen Gedicht von der 
Perle," Inaugural-Dissertation (Kiel, 1885); Henry Bradley, 
"An Obscure Passage in The Pearl," The Academy, XXXVIII 
(Sept. 6, 18?,0), 201-202 and (Sept. 20, 1890), 249; F. 
Holthausen, 'Zur Textkritik me. Dichtungen," Archiv fur 
das Studium der Neu8ren Sprachen und Littersturen, xrr--
\I8"93)' 143-Tij]". -
12The Pearl, A Middle English Poem, ed. Charles G. 
Osgoo~Boston, 1906); for a review-or this work see J. 
Hulbert, "The Pearl, 11 ~. XVIII (1920-1921), 499-500. 
l3Pearl, ed. with modern rendering, together with 
Boccaccio's Olympia, Sir Israel Gollancz (London, 1921). 
For a review of this work see J. Hulbert, "The Pearl," 
MP, XXV (1927), 118-119. 
ted the changes suggested by Osgood, although he dti not 
give Osgood credit for the improvements which he made in 
the textual study of the poem. 14 
Gollancz's second edition of the poem by no means 
ended the problems of editing Pearl. Some scholars con-
tinued to edit parts of the poem, 15 while others concerned 
themselves with textual problems. The range of the latter 
was very extensive; some of these studies were brief notes 
16 
of textual criticism while others dealt with larger 
problems, such as the relation of known linguistic facts 
to the metrical irregularities of the poem, In a series 
14oollancz, p. 1. 
l5Kenneth Sisam, Fourteenth Century Verse and Prose 
(Oxford, 1921), pp. 57-67 contains an edition of 11. 361-
612 of the poem; A. Brandl and o. Zippel Mittelenglische 
Sprach-und Literaturproben (Berlin, 1917l, pp. 114-124 
contains an edition of 11. 1-360; G. Sampson, Cambridge 
Book of Prose and Verse (Cambridge, England; 1924). 
16see Mabel Day, "'!he Weak Verb in the Works of The 
1Gawain''-Poet, 11 MLR, XIV (1919), 413-415; Edwin Tuttle, 
"Notes on The Pearl, 11 MLR, XV (1920), 298~300 for a dis-
cussion of the poet's U'S"e of "was"; Alberts. Cook, "Pearl 
212 ff.," MP XIX (1921), 197-200 for a discussion of the 
word "colour'' in 1. 215; W. E. Leonard, "Scansion of Middle 
English Alliterative Verse," Univ. of Wis. Stud. in Lang. 
and Lit., No. 11, 2nd Ser., (Madison, 1920); Robert J. Meilner;- 'Four Notes on the West Midland Dialect," MLN, 
XLI (1926), 451-458. -
of three articles Professor Emerson17 studied the metrical 
irregularities in both Pearl and Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight. In these articles Emerson used as a guide the best 
techniques of the poet and the possibilities of the language 
at the time in which the poem was written. 
During the 1930's Pearl became more and more a subject 
bf study for college classes. For example, near the end 
of the decade the poem was placed on the reading list of 
the Honours Course at Oxford. In 1932 Professor Chase and 
members of the Chaucer Course at Bowdoin College18 published 
an edition of the poem, and in the same year Professor Chase 
provided a new modern rendering of Pear1. 19 The number of 
modernizations20 of the poem is another indication of the 
l70live F. Emerson, "Imperfect Lines in Pearl and the 
Rimed Parts of Sir Gawain and the Green Kni~ht," MP, XIX 
(1921), 131-141; Ibid., "some Notes on the earl," PMLA, 
XXVII (1922), 52-93; Ibid., "More Notes on Pearl," PMLA 
XLII (1927), 807-831.- --
18The Pearl, ed. Stanley P. Chase and students of Bow-
doin College (Boston, 1932). 
l9The Pearl, ed. Stanley P. Chase (New York, 1932); for 
a review of these two books by Chase see Paul Crowley, 11~ 
Pearl, 11 The Connnonweal, XVII (Jan. 4, 1933), 278-279. 
20Modern translators of arts of the poem include A.R. 
Brown, Poet Lore, V, 434-43b; F.T. Palgrave, Landsca?e in 
Poetry (London, 1897); s. Weir Mdtchell, Pearl (Nework, 
1906). 
dirficulty or its language. 21 As has been indicated 
"the vocabulary or the poem is drawn very liberally from 
French and Scandinavian,' as well as English. This 
catholicity, due partly to the exigencies of alliteration 
and stanzaic form, contributes largely to the obscurity 
or the language. "22 
At about the same time the beauty or the poem became 
more widely appreciated by roreign critics23 and transla-
tors. Two or the most interesting or these translations 
were the work or Italian24 and Frisian25 scholars who in 
.. 
21Previous modern English translators include C.G. Coul-
ton, P~rl (New York, 1906); Charles S. Osgood, The Pearl 
(Princeton, 1907); Sophie Jewett, The Pearl (New York. 1908); 
Marian Mead, The Pearl (Portland, Maine; 1908); Jessie L. 
Weston, ''Pearr' in Romance, Vis ion, and Sa tire (Boston, 1912); 
W.A. Neilson and K.G.T. Webster, 11Pearl 11 in Chief British 
Poets of the Fourteenth and Firteenth Ce-nturies (London, 1916}; 
Ernest-r.~Kirtlan, PearrTLondo~ l918). For a review of 
the translations up to 1908 see Katherine L. Bates, "The 
Pearl," The Dial, XLV (Dec. 16, 1908), 450-453. -
22wens, p. 580. 
23
ueno, "On the Pearl, 11 Studies in English Literature, 
Imperial University, Tokyo, XIII (1933), 147-153 is a 
criticism of the poem written in Japanese. 
24La Perla, ed. Frederico Olivero (Bologna, 1928); for 
a criticism or this edition see H.S.V. Jones, "La Perla," 
JEGP, XXVIII (1929), 287. --
25De Pearel; in Visioen ut it Middel-Ingelsk Oerbrockt 
Yn it-wii-Frysk,-ed. D. Kalma TDokkum, Kamminga, 1938)· ror 
a-criticism of this translation see F.P. Magoun, Jr., ~De 
!l!earel," MLN, LX (1945), 353-354. --
their editing were highly indebted to Osgood and Gollancz. 
Both translations contained an introduction; the most 
interesting part of the introduction in the Italian trans-
lation was that which presented examples of pearl-symbolism 
by other writers. 
The most extensive study of the alliterative poetry of 
the Middle Ages was also published in the first part of the 
thirties. 26 Professor Oakden's work will be examined more 
thoroughly when we consider the language of Pearl. Here 
it need only be indicated that he presented one of the most 
ingenuous and elaborate explanations for the textual prob-
lems of the poem. He suggested "that each of the four 
poems was copied by a different scribe, that subsequently 
Pearl and Sir Gawain and ~ Green Knight were recopied by 
a fifth scribe, that a sixth scribe recipies the last two 
poems and added Purity and finally that a seventh scribe 
gathered the four poems together."27 The reasoning which 
he offered for this theory does not, it seems to me, prove 
his hypothesis, and as a later commentator pointed out, 
26J. P. Oakden, Alliterative Poetry in Middle English 
(Manchester, 1930-1934). 
27Ibid., I, 262. Oakden also proposes that Pearl was 
among-rhOse poems written in the native dialect of the 
poet for local people, by command as occasional pieces, 
by someone connected with the household of John of Gaunt. 
"his elaborate theory is unnecessary to account for the 
28 phenomena he lists. 11 
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From 1933 to 1940 a spate of textual interpretations 
waa published in periodicals. One of the most important 
of these studies was a long article in two parts by Profes-
sors Gordon and Onions. 29 Since many of their textual 
comments find their ultimate resting place in Professor 
Gordon's new edition of Pearl, I will not attempt to 
summarize their findings. 30 Instead I wish to consider 
just one of their many suggestions regarding the text. 
I have selected this example for two reasons. First, it 
is a typical instance of their work, combining as it does 
textual criticism and interpretation. Secondly, it relates 
to my study. The lines under scrutiny are verses 609-610. 
Hys fraunchyse is large pat euer dard 
To hym pat mat3 in synne rescoghe. 
Commenting on previous editing of these lines, especially 
28 Rene Wellek, "The Pearl: 
Middle English Poem~Studies 
University, Prague, 1933, 6. 
An Interpretation of the 
in English, IV, Charles 
29E. V. Gordon and C. T. Onions, "Notes on the Text and 
Interpretation of Pearl," Medium Aevum, I (1932), 126-136 
and II (1933), 165-188. 
3°see Mabel Da;v, "Two Notes on Pearl," Medium Aevum, 
III (1934), 241-2~2 for two brief notes which take 
exception to two of their comments. 
Gollancz's, who maintained that verse 510 was to be 
rendered as "he who makes rescue in sin," the authors 
stated: 
It has apparently not occured to any of 
the commentators that the real identiby 
of the one who 'makes rescue in sin' is 
the worker in the vineyard, although this 
is the traditional interpretation of the 
parable which the poet would be certain 
to know. Thus Gregor~ in his homily on 
the vineyard parable LMigne, LXXVI, 
1153 ~ explains that the vineyard rep-
resents the 'universalis ecclesia' and 
the workers in it are those who labour to 
instruct and save the people--the fathers, 
doctors and prophets of the Church, and 
especially the Apostles ••• But all are 
workers in the Lord's vineyard ••• Clearly 
such a work!r is one 1 pat mat3 in synne rescoghe.•3 
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The above interpretation of the passage under question 
not only indicates the close interdependence of text and 
meaning, but it clearly relates to a method of scriptural 
tradition which "the poet would be certain to know. 11 
Because modern scholars are especially aware of this 
relationship many recent studies of Pearl combine these 
two scholarly activities. Therefore, as we proceed with 
our survey of the textual scholarship devoted to Pearl it 
will became difficult, at times, to separate these items. 
During the years following this study by Professors 
Gordon and Onions there appeared several articles which 
31Gordon and Onions, p. 178. 
dealt with, among other things, the vocabulary used in 
32 Pearl. In one of these studies a sensitive critic, Mrs. 
Wright, set forth her purpose: "I am emboldened to launch 
forth some newborn notions concerning words and phrases in 
Pearl. n33 As she discussed some of the difficult words 
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used by the Pearl-poet she made this interesting observation 
about his vocabulary: "I should say that no other single 
author is so frequently quoted in the pages of the N.E.D. 
as the sole authority for a word; or as the first author 
known to make use of a word or a meaning."34 
Sister Mary Vincent Hillman's interest in Pearl cut 
across several aspects of the poem. She has written a 
32w. w. Greg~ "Continuity of the Alliterative Tradition," 
MLR, XVII (19321, 45J-454; K. Hammerle "Castles of Per-
severance and Pearl, I Anglia, LX (1936), 40l-402;iravin 
Bone, 11A Note on 1 Pearl 1 and 'The Buke of the Howlat'," 
Medium Aevum, VI (1937), 169-170; P. G. Thomas, "Notes on 
The Pearl," London Medieval Studies, I (1938), 221-22~; 
Elizabeth M. Wright, 'Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,' 
JEGP, XXXIV (1935), lW-179 and 339-350; Ibid., "Additional 
Notes on Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,~P. XXXVIII 
(1939), 1':22; Ibid. ,"Adffiional Notes on The Pearl, 11 ~. 
XXXIX (1940), 315-318. 
33wright, "Add! tional Notes on Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight," p. 1. As her pu}'pose indrcates this-artiCie is 
wrongly entitled. 
34 !!&<!, •• pp. 1-2. 
literal translation35 of the poem which involves an inter-
pretation, and she has published several artlcles36 or 
notes which involve textual criticism and the meaning of 
l.53 
Pearl. In these articles she, like so many modern critics, 
has combined her study of the text with interpretation of 
parts of the poem. For example, in considering the vocab-
ulary of stanza five of the poem she naturally became 
involved in the meaning of this stanza. She translated 
the word 11deuely 11 ( 1. 51) as 'wicked." The line then 
reads: 
A wicked grief lodged in my heart. 
Her explanation of this translation is especially concerned 
with my thesis. "The grief of the jeweler was wicked because 
it was contrary to reason and to Christian teaching, and 
because it was deliberately indulged. He was guilty of one 
of the 'seven deadly sins,' covetyse, inordinate love of 
35sister Mary Vincent Hillman, "Text and Literal Trans-
lation of The Pearl with Explanatory Notes and an Inter-
pretation,~npubl. diss., (Fordham University, 1940). 
36Ibid., "Pearl: 1 Inlr,che 1 and 1 Rewarde, 1 " MLN, LVI 
(1941~57-458; Ibid., 'The Pearl: 'West ernays' (307), 
1 Fasori (432)"; Itii'd:", MLN, LVIII (1943), 42-44; Ibid., 
"Pearl: 'Lere Leke' (210)," MLN, LIX (1944>, 417=Ij:Ul"; 
Ibid., "Some Debatable Words in Pearl and Its Theme," 
MLN, LX (1945), 241-24.8; Ibid., "Pearl, 382: 'mare re3 mysse 1 ?, M1!, LXVIII (195~528-531. 
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earthly good. 1137 She then proceeded to show that the word 
"pearl" throughout the poem stands sometimes for the mater-
ial gem, sometimes for the soul, the pearl of great price, 
and sometimes for the kingdom of Heaven. She concluded 
that the poem is homiletic in nature. Thus she presented 
a fourfold interpretation. However, she probably did not 
realize that she was using this method as she presented 
three meanings for the stone and then proceeded to the 
homiletic nature of the poem. She also gave no evidence 
that she was consciously employing this system of interpre-
tation, but we agree with a modern critic38 who stated 
that basically Sister Mary Vincent Hillman was on the 
right track in her commentaries on Pearl. 
Recently a number of brief studies39 have shed new 
light to the textual problems of Pearl. The variability 
of the meanings of certain words in the poem is a vexing 
37Hillman, "Some Debatable Words in Pearl and Its 
Theme , " p. 242. 
38D W Robertson Jr "The 1Heresv 1 of The Pearl," . . , . , . 
MLN, LXV (1950), 152-155. 
39John W. Clark, 11 0n Certain 'Alliterative' and 'Poetic' 
Words in Poems Attributed to 'The Gawain-Poet•," ~.XII 
(1951), 387-398; C. Hugh Holman, "Marerej Mysse' in~ 
Pearl, 11 MIJ<, LXVI (1951), 33-36. 
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problem,4° and the existence of a special literary language 
which might account for some of the peculiarities of lang-
uage in Pearl has been suggested. A French scholar who has 
studied the language came to this conclusion: Il tend a 
se constituer ainsi une langue litt~raire sp~ciale, qui se 
superpose a l 1 idiome courant, le d~passe et differe de lui 
par la tonalite et par l'origine des materiaux employ!ls."41 
A few years ago a new edition of Pearl42 was published. 
It was the work of the late Professor Gordon, who completed 
it before his death in 1938. It is an especially welcome 
edition: first, earlier editions have been difficult to 
obtain because they are out of print, and secondly, this 
edition incorporates in its explanatory notes, glossary 
and linguistic appendices many of the most significant 
textual studies which we have just considered. For these 
reasons we have selected this edition as our text. 
40 See Henry 
Green Knight," 
Savage, 111 Lote, Lote3' in Sir Gawain~ the 
~. LX (1945), 492-493. 
41RenJ Huchon, Histoire de la langue anglaise (Paris, 
1930), II, 235. 
42Pearl, ed. Gordon. 
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Provenance and Language 
Textual problems naturally involve the question of the 
poet's dialect and language and the provenance or place of 
origin of the manuscript. As we have already seen, the 
manuscript came into the library of Henry Savile from the 
monasteries of the North. Early dialectical and linguistic 
studies43 present evidence that it came from the extreme 
North-West Midlands.44 Oakden in his study of alliterative 
poetry45 attempted to find a more specific provenance for 
Pearl. He constructed a very complicated map of dialecti-
cal boundaries and on the basis of this map assigned the 
poem to either South Lancaster or North West Derbyshire.46 
43F. Knigge, Die Sprache des Dichters ~ Sir Gawain 
and ~ Green Knight, der sogenannten Early English 
Alliterative Poems and De Erkenwalde (Marburg, 1885); 
J. Fuhrmann, Die alliterierenden Sprachformeln in Morris' 
Early English Alliterative Poems und 1m Sir Gawayne and 
the Green Knight (Hamburg, 1886) .-- -- -- --
44For additional evidence see R. J. Manner, "Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight and the West Midland," PMLA-;-xxxvrr 
(19221, 503 f. 
45oakden, I, 85-86. 
46see M. S. Sergeantson, "The Dialects of West Midlands," 
Review of English Studies, III (1927), 54 f. who favors 
Derbyshire as a likely locality for the poem. 
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Although this conclusion has been challenged,47 most modern 
critics agree that the dialect or Pearl belongs on the 
evidence of linguistic elements--rhymes, alliteration, and 
vocabulary--to the North-West Midlands.48 
Author 
The question or authorship of Pearl has naturally 
attracted much attention. Attempts to solve this question 
have followed three general patterns: first, the fanciful 
biography; second~ the identification or an individual 
as the author of Pearl; and third~ the common authorship 
of Pearl, Patience, Cleanness and Sir Gawain and ~ Green 
Knight. 
Since all of the early interpreters look upon the poem 
as an elegy for the death of the poet's daughter, they have 
frequently constructed imaginary biographies of the poet 
either to substantiate their theory or on the basis of 
thei~ interpretation. The earliest or these fanciful 
biographers was Ten Brink: 
The poet had married (his lord having, 
perhaps, given him a house or his own 
as a reward for faithful service). A 
child, a sweet girl, radiant in inno-
47J. R. Hulbert, "The 'West Midland' of the Romances," 
MP, XIX (1921-22), 9 and 11. 
48Pearl, ed. Gordon, p. xliv f. 
cence, had blessed this union. The 
father concentrated all his affection 
upon the child, and so exclusively that 
we are led to believe the mother had not 
long survived her birth. The dearest 
ideals of the thoughtful poet were embodied 
in his daughter. But the pitiless hand of 
fate tore her away at the tenderest age. 
The poem describes the father's feelings 
at her ~eath, and tells how he was com-
forted.49 
Ten Brink's reason for the mother's death in child-birth 
was that nowhere in the poem is she ever mentioned. How-
ever, his fancy seemed closer to fact if we compare his 
biography with that of Gollancz in his editions of the 
poem. Gollancz knew that the poet's "wedded life was un-
happy; the object of his life had disappointed him, and 
had perhaps proved unfaithful."-'0 However, 
His wedded life had brought him happiness 
--an only child, his 'little queen.' He 
perhaps named the child Margery or Mar-
guerite. But his happiness was short-
lived; before two years had passed the 
poet's home was desolate. With the loss 
of his dearest possession a blight seems 
to have fallen on his life, and even 
poetry may have lost its charm for him. 
The lyrist became the stern mor~list of 
the 'Cleanness' and 1Patience.•>l 
1.58 
49Bernhard Ten Brink, Histo~ of English Literature, tr. 
Horace M. Kennedy (New York, 1 9T; p. 348. 
50Pearl, ed. Gollancz, p. xliii. 
51 1M!!·' p. xliii. 
There is, as readers of Pearl know, no mention of the 
mother, nor of the wedded-life of the poet, and textual 
evidence, as we have seen, would place Pearl later than 
Cleanness and Patience. The fanciful biographers of the 
Pearl-poet have inverted the Horatian epigram; the mouse 
of merest possibility with great labor brings forth a 
mountain of conviction. Since these imaginary biographies 
with their elegiac theories where chronologically first, 
they have made the greater impact upon handbooks and 
literary histories.52 
Other early critics of Pearl followed in the wake of 
Gollancz's elegiac interpretation. They, therefore, 
retained, in varying degrees, some of the characteristics 
of the imaginary biography. We shall consider their views 
on this subject when we present their interpretations of 
the poem. We should now like to present the various 
individual candidates that have been offered as the author 
of Pearl. 
The first chappton to be entered into the lists was 
the fourteenth-century Bacon, Huchown of the Awle Ryale 
52see, for example, Sir Israel Gollancz, "Pearl," 
Cambrid~e History of English Literature, ed. A. w. Ward 
and A •• Waller (~mbridge, 1907), I, 320 f.; William J. 
Courth9pe, A History of English Poetry (London, 1895), I, 
349; Emile Legouis, ! History of English Literature, tr. 
Helen D. Irvine (New York, 1938), p. 113. 
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(Royal Hall).53 Ten years later a death blow was vigorous-
ly administered to this theory by Professor MacCracken, who 
argued that we have no reason, because of lack of evidence, 
to ascribe to Huchown "any poetry whatever in its extant 
form; and that Huchown of the Awle Ryale, whoever he may 
have been, can lay claim to nothing except the three 
hundred and sixty-four lines of The Pistill of Suete 
Susane. n54 
Before the rejection of Huchown was completed another 
candidate, Ralph Strode, was presented as the assumed 
author of Pearl. Strode (fl. 1350-1400) was a fellow at 
Oxford before 1360, where he was a colleague of Wycliffe, 
but he "followed in the footsteps of .Albert the Great, 
Thomas Aquinas, and Bonaventura."55 As all students of 
Chaucer know, Chaucer at the end of his Troilus and Criseyde 
(11. 1856-1857) dedicated his work to John Gower and 
5 3George Neilson, Huchown of the Awle Ryale, the Allit-
erative Poet (Glasgow, 1902);-rbid.,~oss-links between 
Pearl and the Adventures of Arthur, 1 Scottish Antiquary, 
XVI, 67-78. 
54Henry N. MacCracken, "Concerning Huchown," PMLA, XXV 
(1910), 507-508. For a similar rejection of this hypothe-
sis see M. Trautmann, "Der Dichter Huchown und seine 
Werke," Anglia, I, 190-249· 
55
rsrael Gollancz, "Ralph Strode" in Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee 
(Cxford, 1920), XIX, 57. 
,_ 
"philosophical Strode." After assigning to Strode the 
Phantasma Radulphi, a Latin elegy, Gollancz also indicated 
that he may have written Pearl. "The present writer has 
suggested as possible that the fine fourteenth-century 
elegiac poem The Pearl (printed in 1891) may be identical 
with the Phantasma Radulphi ••• The poet was clearly from a 
west midland district, and, although Strode's birthplace 
is not determined, he doubtless belonged to one of the 
Strode 56 families near that part of the country." Other 
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than the fact that both of these works are elegies, Gol-
lancz presented no evidence to show the probability of his 
hypothesis. On this basis alone his theory of authorship 
can be rejected. However, it has been shown57 that although 
there was a poet named Ralph Strode who wrote Phantasma 
Radulphi, there is no evidence that he was a West Midlander, 
or that he wrote in English, or that the Latin elegy is 
identical in any way with Pearl. Moreover, he has been 
"ruled out on linguistic grounds 1158 as the author of the 
56Gollancz, DNB, XIX, 58. See also Cambridge History 
of English Literature, I, 332. 
5?Carleton F. Brown, 11The Author of The Pearl, Considered 
in the Light of his Theological Opinions;" PMLA, XIX (1904), 
146-148. 
58oscar Cargill and Margaret Schlauch, 111 The Pearl' and 
Its Jeweler, 11 PMLA, XLIII (1928), 108. 
-poem, and finally some evidence has been presented which 
would deny the identification of this Strode with the 
"philosophical Strode" who followed such Scholastic phil-
osophers as Albertus Magnus and St. Bonaventure. 
In 1928 a new attempt59 was made to identify the 
Pearl-poet. Before the authors presented their candidate 
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they carefully recognized the fact that a medieval work may 
have multiple levels of interpretation. The recognition 
of this fact marks a definite advance in the sCholarship 
concerning Pearl. 
To the modern man who sends his mental 
traffic down one-way streets, the 
intricate maze through which medieval 
thinking habitually pursued its calm 
and uninterrupted course, is bewildering. 
Even Fact--the mainstay of moderns--had 
many facets in the Middle Ages. At that 
time, when, to every thinking man, the 
whole universe was a symbol, when moral 
allegories lurked in every object in 
nature, and when, quite literally, there 
were sermons in stones and animals, the 
simplest statement of fact ~8s capable 
of multiple interpretation. 
This statement is all the more remarkable when we perceive 
that the authors were not denying a literal basis for 
allegorical interpretations of the poem. However, their 
main concern was to discover, if possible, the historical 
59 Cargill and Schlauch, pp. 105-123. 
60 Ibid., p. 105. 
identity of the child in the poem and secondly, its author. 
Following the best tactics of literary detectives they 
proposed that a granddaughter of Edward III, Margaret 
Hastings, who died at the age of two might be considered 
as the young girl in the poem. 
After making this identification, the authors searched 
the poem for evidence which would indicate that Margaret 
Hastings is the probable subject of the poem. They trans-
lated the first line of the poem to read: 
Margaret, pleasant for Prince's pleasure 
and referred it to Margaret, daughter of John Hastings, 
Earl of Pembroke and son-in-law of Edward III. They saw 
in Stanza 41 of the poem a possible biography of Margaret 
especially in the reference to "a lady of lasse aray." 
Such a lady might possibly be Margaret Hastings because 
although not a queen, "for a short period after the death 
of her mother, she was clearly a countess in her own right, 
there being no other heir to the Pembroke title.n61 With 
a few other such references they concluded the presenta-
tion of evidence for their hypotheses on the subject of 
the poem. 
Their second hypothesis was concerned with the author 
of the poem. Using the same type of evidence as employed 
61 Cargill and Schlauch, p. 123. 
in the first part of their article, as well as some evi-
dence connected with Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, they 
felt that a possible author was to be found among the 
clerks of John Hastings, Margaret's father. Two of these 
clerks received various favors from Hastings and the 
authors presented them as possible writers of the poem. 
These two fourteenth-century clerks are John Donne, a 
valet of the King's kitchen, and John Prat, the king 1 s 
minstrel. There is, however, no connection between these 
men and any known poetry. 
These hypotheses are stimulating and tempting. How-
ever, they are so ~iffy~ and lacking in evidence that we 
can only conclude with the authors that "the question must 
necessarily remain an open one. 11 62 And we, like them, 
"await eagerly the positive demonstration which we feel is 
most likely to come along the lines indicated.rr63 
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The last of these attempts to name the author of Pearl 
was made by Professor Chapman, who was not only aware of 
the previous labours in this field,64 but was also attentive 
62cargill and Slauch, p. 123. 
63 Ibid., p. 123. 
64coolidge 0. Chapman, 11 'lhe Authorship of the 'Pearl, 111 
PMLA, XLVII (1932), 346-353. 
-~-· 
to the earlier generalizati ens about the possible author 
of the poem. He emphasized that a thoughtful reader of 
Pearl and the other poems in the Cotton Nero manuscript 
will recognize in the poet "a man intimate with the Bible 
and with the writings of the Church Fathers, and one con-
cerned with the theological problems that occupied men's 
minds in the late fourteenth century." 65 This conclusion 
had been stated by earlier editors of Pearl, but Chapman 
used it as a starting point in his search for a candidate. 
He analyzed a Trinity College, Dublin, Manuscript 
(number 359) which was published in 1909 and showed that 
this manuscript contained a list of the library of an 
Augustinian Friar of York, John de Erghome. This library 
not only belonged to a man who was known as a poet but 
contained over two thousand works including Biblical com-
mentaries by St. Augustine, Hugh of St. Victor, Jerome, 
and others. In addition to these commentaries there was 
in this library "a substantial collection of historical 
and romantic writings.n66 
Using this external evidence as well as internal par-
allels between Erghome's Latin poem "Prophecy of John of 
65 Chapman, p. 346. 
bb!bid., p. 34't. 
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Brldllngton," Chapman concluded that the evidence should 
lend strong support to the opinion that John de Erghome is 
the Pearl-poet. 
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To the objection that might be raised about the pro-
priety of comparing a Latin poem of a political nature with 
an English one that is distinctly homiletical, Chapman 
answered by citing from Erghome's early biographers, Bale 
and Pits. "Bale mentions particularly his [Erghome•s] 
delight in preaching in the vernacular, and Pits his fell-
city in interpreting the figurative meanings and allegories 
of the Scrlptures.n67 
Of all the attempts made to identify the author of 
Pearl, Chapman's ~s personally the most suggestive and 
satisfactory. The evidence which he presents from the 
library, the writings, and the early biographers of Erghome 
clearly relates to a fourfold interpretation of Pearl. 
Even if one is not willing to accept Erghome as the author, 
and it is difficult to do so because of the lack of evl-
dence, there is still a great deal of significance in this 
study because it indicates that in a medieval library at 
the time of the writing of Pearl there existed works con-
taining "figurative meanings and allegories of Scriptures" 
which a poet of the type described by Chapman could easily 
67chapman, "The Authorship of the ''Pearl, 111 p. 351. 
have used. The study thus points, I believe, not to the 
individual author or the poem but to a type or poet who 
fulfills the various requirements or the Pearl-poet, and 
it also coincides "point by point with the carefully accu-
mulated opinions or scholars regarding the poet's station 
in life, his varied reading, and the temper and quality or 
his mind.n68 
Chapman's attempt to name the Pearl-poet stimulated 
refutations of his theory. His evidence was not conclusive, 
but the 
••• chief difficulty recognized by 
Chapman himself is the language or the 
four poems. His theory does not allow 
him, of course, to accept the usual 
view that they were written in the NW. 
Midlands, and he produces evidence, 
apparently satisfying to himself, to 
show they originated in Yorkshire. It 
does not seem to have occurred to him 
that it is a dangerous thing to proceed 
from the unknown (the 6author) to the known (the language). 9 
More importantly Chapman's article influenced scholars 
to consider more carerully the internal evidence of Pearl 
as it pertains to the author. At the present time nothing 
68 Chapman, "The Authorship of 1 Pearl, 111 p. 353. 
69Dorothy Everett, 11Jreview or C. 0. Chapman's article 
in PMLA," The Year's Work in English Studies, ed. Frederick 
s. Boas an~eatrice Whfte-roxrord, 1934) XIII, 105. See 
also R. W. King, "A Note on Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, 
2414 ff., 11 MLR, XXIX (1934):--q:35-436. --
is known of the poet beyond what can be inferred from in-
ternal evidence. All attempts to identify the assumed 
single writer of the poem have been in vain. Unless new 
evidence is uncovered we must consider the poem as one of 
the many unsigned medieval works. 
Although the name of the poet has escaped detection, 
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much has been learned about him; and what is more important, 
in many instances, this knowledge has aided the understand-
ing of the poem. We would like to turn our attention now 
to such biographical studies. 
As we have already seen the early critics of Pearl 
built airy theories about the Pearl-poet. Modern scholar-
ship has reacted against these imaginative outpourings and 
has attempted a close study of the poem in order to discover 
what it can reveal about the author. One of the leaders in 
this healthy critical attitude is Professor Chapman. His 
interest in the poem covers many years. H~s unpublished 
dissertation7° evidently was the starting point for several 
stimulating articles he has written. In the first of these 
70 Coolid§e 0. Chapman, "Concordance of the Works of the 
Pearl-poet, unpubl. diss. (Cornell, 1927). See also his 
An Index of Names in 'Pearl,' 'Purity,' 'Patience' and 
'Gawain.' (Ithaca, 1951) which is an excellent handbook 
containing a list, with line references, of the proper 
names in the four poems. 
-articles 71 he discussed the musical training of the poet. 
In this study, as in all his writings, he assumed a common 
§Uthorship for the four poems in the Cotton Nero manuscript, 
He first demonstrated that the poet had a wide background 
in musical training which included an appreciation of in-
strumental and vocal, secular and ecclesiastical music. 
As evidence of this view he cited from Pearl, Purity and 
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. However, his chief contri-
bution to our understanding of the mustical training of the 
poet lies in the field of church music. For example, 
Chapman believes that line 884 
Ful fayre pe mode3 pay fonge in fere 
"is valuable for the light it sheds on the poet's early 
musical training. The light ecclesiastical modes of the 
Middle Ages, named after the Greek modes and possibly de-
rived from them, were the scales in which plain song was 
written. The word 1mode3,' used by the poet, I take to 
mean a great plain song, such as the 'Gloria in Excelsis,' 
which the maidens, like a cathedral choir ••• ~ in uni-
~.n72 
In addition to a .training in music the Pearl-poet 
71coolidge 0. Chapman, "The Musical Training of the 
1 Pearl 1 Poet," PMLA, XLVI (1931), 177-181. 
72Ibid., p. 180. 
-170 
could very well have known Dante's Divine Comedy. In set-
ting forth this view Chapman makes explicit what early 
interpreters73 of Pearl had suggested: there are a number 
of parallels between Dante's Divine Comedy and the Pearl-
poet's use of number symbolism. "As the Divine Comedy is 
built upon the numbers 3, 9, and 10, so the Pearl is built 
upon 3, 4, and 12. As the numerical symbolism of Dante has 
its roots in the Bible, so that of the Pearl has its roots 
in the Bible."74 
In stressing these parallels Chapman questioned what, 
up until his time, had been a commonplace of Pearl-criticism. 
Editors ~nd critics of the poem had suggested that one 
stanza was a supernumerary; most of the editor~ felt that 
Stanza 72 was the "extra" stanza. 75 However, according to 
Chapman, the parallels between the Divine Comedy and Pearl 
make such a view unnecessary. He believed that of the 101 
stanzas of Pearl, "the first 99 are divided like the Divine 
Comedy into 3 groups of approximately equal length, and to 
73see Pearl, ed. Osgood, pp. xxvi-xxviii. 
74coolidge 0. Chapman, "Numerican Symbolism in Dante and 
'The Pearl, 1 " MLN, LIV (1939), 256-259. 
75see 
P• 157. 
Osgood, ed. Pearl, p. xlvi and Gollancz, ed. Pearl, 
However, Godeon thought 76 was the supernumerary. 
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these are added two stanzas that f'orm an epilogue." 76 
Not only are the Divine Comedy and Pearl divided into 
three parts but they have a number of' specif'ic parallels 
within these parts. "As Dante meets three beasts (Inf'. I, 
30-51), has three guides (Virgil, Beatrice, and St. Bernard), 
mounts 3 steps to the gate of' Purgatory (Purg. IX, 94-102), 
and sees 3 theological virtues on the right side of' the car 
(Purg. XXIX, 121) and the 4 moral virtues on the lef't 
(Ibid., 130), so our poet is guilty of' 3 errors (Pe. 290-
300), asks 4 questions (~. 560-565), addresses 4 terms of' 
adoration to the Virgin (Pe. 433-436), and likens Christ 
3 times to a Lamb (Pe. 853-854)."77 
When we consider the literal interpretation of' Pearl, 
we will observe that Chapman's discussion of' symbols in 
the poem is incomplete. However, his study )f' the parallels 
between the Divine Comedy and Pearl indicates, I believe, 
that further study of' the relationship between the works 
of' Dante and the Pearl-poet would lead to greater understan-
ding of' Pearl. This generalization received f'urther evi-
dence three years bef'ore Chapman's study of' parallels. In 
76 Chapman, "Numerical Symbolism in Dante and 'The Pearl,'" 
p. 257. 
77 Ibid. , p. 258. 
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an interesting note78 the perplexing question of the Pearl-
poet's use of an obscure dialect is raised. Why did such 
a learned man of the world, a man like Chaucer, choose to 
write in such an obscure and difficult dialect? The con-
jectural answer is that the poet used alliterative verse 
and the Northwest-Midland dialect from deliberate choice, 
and that in his choice perhaps he was directly influenced 
by the last chapters of the first book of Dante's Convivio 
with its championship of the vernacular. If this conjec-
ture is to receive credence, with much greater probability 
it can be stated that the author of Pearl knew the fourfold 
method which Dante, among many others, defined and illus-
trated in his Convivio. 
Thus, the question of the Pearl-poet's library is of 
significance. Perhaps one day a manuscript will be dis-
covered, similar to that which listed the library of John 
de Erghome, which will definitely indicate the volumes in 
the library of the author of the poem. Since no such 
source has as yet been uncovered, Chapman in a recent arti-
cle79 attempted to reconstruct the poet's library. Of the 
78Gordon H. Gerould, "The Gawain Poet and Dante: A 
Conjecture," PMLA, LI (1936), 31-36. 
79coolidge o. Chapman, "Virgil and the Gawain-Poet," PMLA, 
LX (1945), 16-23. 
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books which the Pearl-poet certainly knew (and once again 
Chapman assumes common authorship), the Vulgate is of first 
importance for its influence upon the poet's style and thougn~ 
"Certain, but less important, are the Romance of the ~. 
and the French text of Mandeville. Of the books very probably 
read by him the Divine Comegv stands first, followed by the 
Vita Nuova and the Convivio, Boccaccio 1 s Olympia, and the 
Consolation of Philosophy of Boethius. Less probable is his 
reading of Tertullian 1 s De Patentia and De Jona et Ninive, 
the Travels of Marco Polo, Peter Comestor's Historia Scholas-
ll.2.!_, the ~ of the Knight Qf. La Tour-Landry, the French 
lapidaries and a few others still less certain. 118° Chapman 1 s 
contribution to the library of the poet is Virgil's Aeneid. 
His evidence for this assertion was based on the classical 
figures of speech in the four poems of the manuscript, 
Virgilian mannerisms in the poet's style, and passages in 
his work borrowed from the Aeneid. 
In cataloguing the figures of speech in the four poems 
Chapman indicated there are a total of 169 figure~ Which led 
him to conclude that "the poet had been trained in 1gram-
mar1,1181 and had then proceeded to the reading of the 
80 Coolidge 0. Chapman, "Virgil and the Gawain-Poet, 11 
PMLA, LX (1945), 16-23. 
8lill9_., p. 19. 
82 Aaneid "upon which the study of grammar was founded." 
This article is well written and the evidence in it 
is carefully presented. As a result of the present study, 
however, perhaps some additional volumes such as those on 
scriptural exegesis, could be added to the poet's library. 
With regard to the works cited by Chapman, moreover, it is 
perfectly possible that the Pearl-poet could have borrowed 
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figures of speech from writers who were strongly influenced 
by Virgil and were closer (in time) to the author of Pearl. 
Dante's name is !~mediately suggested as such an author. 
In fact, Chapman pointed out that our poet's use of the 
simile of the rising moon, which is introduced at the mo-
ment when the dreamer beholds the procession of the Lamb, 
was also used by Dante in his "Inferno. 1183 The question 
of medieval literary borrowings, as we have already indi-
c~ted in the first part of our study, is a thorny one. I 
have discovered that a medieval writer not only borrowed 
without acknowledgement, but frequently his source for an 
ancient idea was to be found in authors who were closer to 
him in time. While the possibility of Virgilian influence 
in the four poems cannot be denied, it might be suggested 
82 Chapman, "Virgil and the Gawain-Poet," p. 19. 
83 Ibid., p. 21. 
that the poet's source for such influence could be more 
easily discovered in such a predecessor as Dante, a poet 
whom the author of Pearl probably read. 84 
Two articles by a sensitive reader, to whom we have 
previously referred, 85 cast new light on the Pearl-poet, 
especially if one holds to the hypothesis that all four 
poems were written by the same man. In the first of these 
notes the emphasis was mainly upon the internal evidence 
of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. It was suggested that 
the author was familiar with dramatic performances which 
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he in this poem calls 11 enterlude3" (L. 472). In addition 
the author was well acquain.ed with Christmas games, country 
life, theology, etc. Perhaps the Sir Gawain of the poem 
was the "author in his lighter mood. 1186 In the second note 
the emphasis was mainly on the author of Pearl. 
Our poet had a gift for accumulating 
a vast and varied vocabulary. He loved 
words for their own sake. He had keen 
powers of observation, he had wide 
knowledge, he had understanding and 
skill, he could put into a word or a 
84For a review of Chapman's article see Gladys D. Willock, 
"Virgil and the Gawain-Poet," in~. XXVI, 65. 
85wright, 11Sir Gawain and the Green Knight," 157-159 and 
339-350; Ibid.;-rrAdditional Notes on Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight," 1-22. 
86
wright, 11Sir Gawain and the Green Knight," 1.57. 
phrase a significance which, while being 
true to its linguistic origin, yet bore 
the imprint of his own personality. If 
therefore we wish to understand his 
poetry, we must endeavor first to under-
stand the poet, and this we seldom con-
sider when embarking on the study of 
ordinary Middle English poems. Such 
authors, as a rule, have no personality 
for us, they are just more or less clever 
and co~ventional story-writers and versi-
fiers. 7 
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The personality of the Pearl-poet, on the other hand, 
has been a source of delight and inspiration. Recently one 
other possible element was added to his background when it 
was suggested that the author had some knowledge of legal 
terms. 88 Like so many other notes this study began with an 
interpretation of a few lines in the text (11. 701-704) 
which the authors translated as 
Therefore, when you shall come to court 
where all our cases shall be tried, if 
you plead right (or righteousness), you 
may be trapped by (or, refuted in argu-
ment by) this same speech that I have 
seen ••• There is probably a double mean-
ing in 1 ry,t 1 as used in this stanza. 
It means '~ighteousness' since the 
phrase I ·~legge pe ry;t 1 refers directly 
to the 'ry3twys men, (1. 697) ••• and, 
since the poet has legal proceedings in 
his mind all through this stanza, and 
87Wright, 11Addi tional Notes on Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight, 11 p. l. 
88Dorothy Everett and Naomi D. Hurnard, "Legal Phrase-
ology in a passage in Pearl," Medium Aevum, XVI (1947), 
9-15. 
is using legal phraseology, it also8nas the sense of 'right' (legal right>. ~ 
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The interpretation of this passage which the authors of the 
note believed could only be fully understood by reference 
to medieval legal procedure raises two interesting points. 
First, as the authors indicated, it suggests the possibility 
that English was actually used in the courts. Secondly, it 
also emphasizes the educational background of the Pearl-
poet. I am not conjecturing that he was a lawyer, but this 
new note further evidences the proposition that he was a 
well-educated man. 
The education and knowledge of the poet have recently 
been studied in a new and fascinating manner. In two 
articles it has been maintained that the poet was not only 
an excellent herbalist, but also possessed expert knowledge 
of medieval gardens. In the first study9° the author sup-
ported the view originally advanced by Sister Madeleva that 
the poet must have spent some time in a medieval pharmacy 
or herbarium. The evidence centered around the poet's 
selection of the gromwell plant (1. 43). The~ymological 
definition of 11 gromwell 11 was presented by the author. It 
89Everett and Hurnard, 11. 
90Edwin Wintermute, "The •Pearl's' Author as Herbalist," 
MLN, LXIV (1949), 83-84. 
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is a Graeco-Latin term which comes from the Greek, margari-
tas, and means "pearl" or "flower." This, it seems, would 
explain the Pearl-poet's placing of the term in an emphatic 
position at the end of the verse. However, I believe that 
the poet 1 s need for a rhyme (he rhymes "down" with "grom-
ylyoun") can adequately explain the position of the word 
in verse forty-three. The purpose of this study links it 
up with other efforts that have been made to lessen the 
anonymity of the Pearl-poet. The author believed that only 
if "we can place Hugo of the Royal Hall or Ralph Strode in 
a pharmacy or herbarium can we continue to think of him as 
the au thor of the Pearl. u91 
The second recent essay on the poet's interest in 
gardens described "the distinctive features of the medieval 
garden, both actual and literary; and secondly ••• the Pearl 
poet's use of this material for the two descriptive set-
tings in his poem. n92 The settings referred to are the 
actual garden scene in the first sixty lines and the draam 
garden scene in the next one hundred lines of the poem. 
From three sources--descriptions in literature, horticul-
tural treatises and pictures--the author set forth the 
91Wintermute, p. 84. 
92R. W. V. Elliott, 111 Pearl 1 and the Medieval Garden: 
Convention or Originality?", Les Langues modernea, XLV 
(19.51), 8.5. 
features of the medieval garden. Then in applying these 
features to Pearl he stated two conclusions regarding the 
poet 1 s use of this information. "The poet of Pearl has 
drawn readily on his knowledge of actual contemporary gar-
dens, and he was equally familiar with the conventions 
appertaining to the gardens of romance literature, dream 
poems and allegories. tt93 In other words, the descriptions 
of gardens in the Pearl fit. into the general pattern of 
works which have previously received a multiple interpre-
tation. 
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The second conclusion drawn from this study was that 
the poet "handles his rna terial in a manner at once original 
and reminiscent of Anglo-Saxon poetry. 11 94 In these garden-
descriptions in Pearl we have an excellent indication of 
the poet's originality. Here we do not find artificiality, 
rather we have "artistic arrangement, the natural freshness 
and the spiritual significance of his descriptions. 11 95 
There remains one more problem, that of common author-
ship, which we must briefly consider. As we have already 
indicated a number of critics have assumed that Pearl, 
93Elliott, p. 98. 
94Ibid., p. 98. 
95Ibid., p. 98. 
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Patience, Cleanness and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight were 
written by one man. It has also been asserted96 that St. 
Erkenwald,97 a legend concerning a fourth-century bishop of 
the East Saxons, is also the work of the same man. 
The early editors and critics98 of Pearl were in gen-
eral agreement that the four poems in the Cotton Nero 
manuscript are the work of one author. "On the basis of 
preservation in one MS., and of asserted similarity of 
interests, themes, powers, and vocabulary and language in 
general, the four poems have usually been assigned to one 
author. n99 More recently there are four critical positions 
on this question. One group of modern critics believe, as 
the older editors did, that the four poems were written by 
96c. Horstmann, Altenglische Legenden, Neue Fol~e 
(Heilbrown, 1881), 266. 
97st. Erkenwald, ed. Henry L. Savage (New Haven, 1926). 
See especially p. xlviii for hts defense of this view. 
98see, for example, Pearl, ed. Coulton, p. 1; Coulton, 
like so many of the early editors of the poem, believed 
that the author of Pearl was also the author of three other 
remarkable poems preserved in the same unique manuscript. 
99wells, p. 579; but Wells questioned the evidence for 
authorship by one author, "especially when one realizes the 
amount of excellent poetry composed in the West Midland of 
the period." Ibid., p. 578. 
181 
one man.
100 Secondly, a small group of interpreters101 
feel that there is sufficient evidence for a co~~on author-
ship of Pearl, Cleanness and Patience, but not enough evi-
dance to link the author of these three poems with Sir 
Gawain ~the Green Knight. Thirdly, some of the biogra-
phers of the Pearl-poet, as we have already seen, have 
searChed for an author of just this one poem. However, the 
one man in recent times who has argued against the common 
authorship of these five poems--Pearl, Patience, Cleanness, 
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and ~· Erkenwald--is 
Professor Clark. Beginning with his unpublished disserta-
tion102 and continuing in several recent articles103 
10
°For the fullest study of this viewpoint see Purity, 
ed. Robert J. Manner (New Haven, 1920), pp. xi-xix. 
101 See, for example, Wellek, p. 8; Oakden, I, 251-253, 
suggested that the four poems were written by one author 
but when he presented evidence of similarity in metres he, 
for some unknown reason, did not consider Pearl. 
102 John w. Clark, "The Authorship of 'Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight,• 1 Pearl, 1 'Cleanness,' 1 Patience, 1 and 
!';rkenwald 1 in the Light of Vocabulary, 11 unpubl. diss. (Univ. 
of Minnesota, 1949). 
103 John W. Clark, "The Gawain-Poet and the Substantive 
Ad jec ti ve, 11 JEGP, XLIX ( 1950), 60-66; Ibid., "Paraphrases 
for 1God 1 in the Poems Attributed to 'The Gawain-Poet, 111 
MLN, LXV (195Q), 232-276; ill.£., "On Certain Alliterative' 
and • Poetic 1 Words in Poems A t:bributed to 1 The Gawain-Poet, 111 
MLQ, XII (1951) 387-398. 
Professor Clark has seriously weakened the once generally 
held theory of one author for all the poems. In the first 
of these studies he argued against a common authorship on 
the basis of linguistic studies of the poem. In the article 
dealing with the paraphrases for God,104 he pointed out that 
a number of these paraphrases can be explained on the basis 
of multiple authorship plus imitation. "It should be noted 
that no one can say that imitation of this feature is 
unlikely; ••. it is generally agreed that such imitation has 
taken place outside of the five poems. Why not, then, 
within them?"105 
The fourth viewpoint that has been presented on this 
problem is that of the most recent editor of Pearl. Whether 
I 
the Pearl-poet "was also the author of the other three peems 
in the manuscript, Sir Gawain, Purity, and Patience is a 
question which must probably be left ultimately to personal 
impression.nl06 In other words, the problem of common 
authorship of these poems can be considered an "open" 
1°4clark, "Paraphrases for 'God 1 in fue Poems Attributed 
to ~The Gawain-Poet,'" pp. 232-236. It should be noted that 
this article does not refer to Pearl. Clark points out that 
these paraphrases are missing in this poem. 
105l£1£., p. 236. 
106 Pearl, ed. Gordon, p. xli. It should be noted, how-
ever, that he reviews the arguments for common authorship. 
question. As we have seen, evidence based on similarity 
or themes, metrics, and linguistics has been presented by 
advocates or each position. However, I believe that the 
evidence while strong enough to maintain the possibility 
or each or the main positions, does not have surricient 
probative rorce to warrant the conclusion that one view-
point is established beyond any reasonable doubt. 
All attempts to connect a name to Pearl have, up 
until now, railed. Fortunately, however, these studies did 
not lead back to the ranctrul biographies or the early 
editors or the poem. Instead they turned the searchlight 
or scrutiny upon the internal evidence or Pearl, and 
happily they have not only given us greater knowledge or 
the poet, but what is more important, they have aided our 
understanding or the poem. We have learned that the author 
or this work was a man or wide education who was not only 
well acquainted with the Bible and Biblical commentaries, 
but with the medieval preparatory studies or the trivium 
and quadrivium. As I have explained in Chapter III the 
subjects or the trivium consisted or Grammar, Rhetoric and 
Logic; the subjects in the quadrivium were Arithmetic, 
18~ 
Geometry, Astronomy107 and Music. I also demonstrated that 
a person passing through this medieval curriculum would 
receive instruction in the multiple interpretation of 
secular and religious literature. An educated man, such 
as the author of Pearl, would therefore receive training 
in the use of the fourfold method. 
Finally, we should recall that although the author of 
Pearl possessed a wide range of knowledge about such subjects 
as music, herbs, legal phraseology and medieval gardens, he 
was basically an excellent poet who can take his place next 
after Chaucer as the finest poet of the fourteenth century. 
In order to appreciate this value judgment it is 
necessary to consider briefly the artistry of the poet. 
In writing Pearl the author set for himself technically 
difficult standards. These standards can be seen in his 
choice of stanza, rhythm and alliteration. 
The stanza of Pearl consists of twelve verses, each 
of which contains four stresses and heavy alliteration. 
In each stanza there are three groups of rhymes with a 
rhyme-scheme of a b a b a b a b b c b c. The end of each 
stanza is linked with the beginning of the next by a single 
107No positive evidence has been presented to show that 
the author had a knowledge of Arithmetic, Geometry and 
Astronomy in Pearl. In such a poem this knowledge would 
not be ap~opriate. However, we may presume that he knew 
these subjects since they were required preparation for 
the study of theology. 
word; this linking or concatenation is always only one 
word, never a phrase or a full line. The stanzas in turn 
are divided into twenty groups, five in each, except in 
group fifteen where there are six stanzas.108 "The 
division into groups is marked in the poem by the use of 
a refrain running through five stanzas, and replaced by a 
new refrain in the next five ••• The link-word naturally 
changes with the refrain, and as the new refrain does not 
appear until the end of the first stanza of the new group, 
the link-word of the last group is repeated at the beginning 
of the next: thus the stanza groups are linked by £QU-
catenation as well as individual stanzas."109 
The lines of the Pearl stanza contain four-stresses 
110 
and a variable number of unstressed syllables. In some 
verses it is impossible to determine the number of syllables 
because it is impossible to decide whether the -e of 
l08For a discussion of another division of the poem see 
above, p. 170. 
109Pearl, ed. Gordon, p. 88. 
llOoakden, I, 235. 
inflexional endings was pronounced or not. 111 There is, 
however, no question about the use of alliteration in the 
poem; 63.7 per cent of the verses alliterate112 with 
considerable variation. 
The achievement of the Pearl-poet in the double 
discipline of alliterative verse and exacting rhyme-scheme 
combined with stanza-linking is clearly an indication of 
his superb technical skill. Secondly, because the poem 
uses a refrain with the stanza-links it "appears to be of 
a less popular originnll3 than similar medieval poems. 
The artistic value of Pearl, I believe, does not rest 
on mere technical skill. Its appeal, like the appeal of 
all good poetry, is due not only to the suitable wedding 
of metre and matter, but to its aesthetic qualities which 
are clearly recognized by countless readers. 
18'6 
lllSee Clark S. Northrup, "A Study of the Metrical 
Structure of the Middle English Poem The Pearl," PMLA, XII 
(1897), 326-340, for a contribution to the history of final 
unstressed -e in West Midland Dialect. 
ll2oakden, I, 235. 
113Margaret P. Medary, "Stanza-Linking in Middle English 
Verse," The Romantic Review, VII (1916), 265. For a study 
of the origin of this device see Arthur C. L. Brown, "On 
the Origin of Stanza-Linking in English Alliterative Verse," 
The Romanic Review, VII (1916), 271-283. 
CHAPTER VII 
THE LITERAL INTERPRETATION OF PEARL 
For a complete understanding of the other levels of 
meaning in Pearl it is first necessary to determine the 
literal meaning of the poem. Dante, in his Convivio, set. 
forth the reasons for the literal interpretation preceding 
the other meanings when he said: "But in demonstrating 
these, the Literal must always go first, as that in whose 
sense the others are included, and without which it would 
be impossible and irrational to understand the others. 
Especially is it impossible in the Allegorical, because, 
in each thing which has a within and a without, it is 
impossible to come to the within if you do not first come 
to the without. Wherefor$, since in books the Literal 
meaning is always external, it is impossible to reach the 
others, especially the Allegorical, without first coming 
to the Literal."1 Before attempting a traditional inter-
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pretation of Pearl, it is necessary to examine the previous 
literal explications of the poem. 
In 1864 Morris not only published the first edition of 
Pearl but included in his introduction an interpretation of 
1Dante Alighier~, ~ Banquet, tr. Elizabeth P. Sayer, 
(London, 1887), p. 49. 
the poem which was to dominate the history of Pearl criti-
cism for forty years. He believed that the poem is an 
elegy expressing the author's grief at the loss of his 
infant child. According to Morris the sorrowing father 
falls asleep and in a vision sees his daughter on the 
opposite bank of a stream. Now that the poet has found 
her, he no longer is grief-stricken but would be a "Joyful 
jeweller" if allowed to cross the stream and be with her. 
"The maiden blames her father for his rash speech, tells 
him that his Pearl is not lost, and that he cannot pass 
the stream till after death. 112 Once again the poet falls 
into grief and is only consoled when the maiden relates to 
him the Parable of the Vineyard, which deals with heavenly 
rewards. The interested poet now desires to see the 
heavenly Jerusalem. The maiden grants his request, but 
when he tries to ford the stream he is aroused from his 
dream, and the vision abruptly ends. 
Morris' interpretation was historically significant. 
It provided in embryonic form the basis for a school of 
literary critics of Pearl, the elegists, which flourished 
unchallenged until 1904. 
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Following the suggestions of Morris, Sir ]rael Gollancz 
2Richard Morris, Early English Alliterative Poems in 
the West-Midland Dialect of the Fourteentp Century, E.E:T.s. 
(London, 1864), p. xiii. --
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presented for the first time a full statement of the elegiac 
interpretation: "Whatever theological questions may be 
enunciated in the course of the poem, Pearl is, to my mind, 
without a doubt, an elegiac poem expressive of personal 
grief, a poet 1 s lament for the loss of his child, and in 
its treatment transcends the scholastic and theological 
discussions of the time. 113 
Gollancz denied to Pearl an allegorical interpretation 
and based his elegiac or literal meaning of the poem on the 
"personal touches whereby the poem soars above all theologi-
cal questions and makes its simple and direct appeal to the 
heart. n4 I believe that the sorrow expressed by the 
narrator in the first part of Pearl indicates that his loss 
was a personal one. However I do not feel, as Gollancz 
did, that all external and internal evidence connected 
with the poem must be interpreted on an elegiac basis. 
In a long article Carleton Brown not only regarded 
Pearl as a real child and the poet her bereaved father but 
more significantly considered some three hundred lines of 
the poem and their relation to a literal interpretation of 
Pearl. While not actually labeling the author a heretic, 
)Pearl, ed. Sir Israel Gollancz (London, 1921), p. xxvii. 
4 Ibid., p. xxviii. 
Brown maintained that the poet was fundamentally opposed 
to the prevailing interpretations of medieval theologians 
and the theological discussion in Pearl "is seen to be, at 
least in one respect, a most interesting and remarkable 
anticipation of sixteenth-century Protestantism."5 
Brown's "one respect" was a reference to the debate 
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of some three hundred lines (11. 421-719) in the poem. In 
this debate Brown believed it was surprising to find that 
the poet's "assertion that the baptized infant will receive 
equal reward with the adult is directly opposed to the 
established conclusion of the theologians."6 According to 
Brown the Pearl-poet was defending the complete equality 
of heavenly rewards, a heresy which originated with the 
fourth century heretic Jovinian. Like Jovinian the poet 
is employing the Parable of the Vineyard in order to support 
his position. The poet's silence on Holy Church, his 
disregard of patristic and scholastic authority, his deep 
ethicalfervor and his assertion of the true equality of 
the elect are cited by Brown as evidence for his interpre-
5carleton F. Brown, "The Author of The Pearl, Considered 
in the Light of Theological Opinions," PMLA, XIX (1904), 
119. 
6 Ibid., p. 133. 
tation.7 
It seems necessary for several reasons to consider at 
this point Brown's interpretation of the debate in Pearl. 
First, the charge of heresy in the Middle Ages was a very 
serious one. Secondly, his interpretation is clearly 
related to a literal interpretation of the poem because 
as Cassian has declared the literal sense is "what is 
declared by the very words"8 of the text. Thirdly, 
although there is, as far as I can perceive, no necessary 
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connection between heresy and the elegiac explanation of 
Pearl, the critics who have maintained Brown's charge of 
heresy have also put forth a literal or elegiac explication 
of the poem. For example, Professor Osgood not only defen-
ded the elegiac interpretation of Pearl, but agreed with 
Brown's conclusion, though he stressed the point that in 
all other theological matters the poet was thoroughly 
orthodox.9 Although he admitted that Pearl contains 
certain allegorical elements, Osgood insisted that the poem 
cannot have an allegorical interpretation because the poet 
7For a review of thds work see Clark s. Northrup, "Recent 
Studies of The Pearl," MLN, XXII (1907) especially p. 21 
where he states that Brown's arguments seem "convincing." 
Bsee above, pp. 55-56. 
9The Pearl, ed. Charles G. Osgood (Boston, 1906), 
p. xxviii. 
"never fl.ven hints it to be allegory. trlO In the fourfold 
interpretation it will be demonstrated that the poet not 
only hints at the allegory of Pearl, but clearly indicates 
multiple levels of meaning which can be related to the 
fourfold system. Finally, Osgood's explanation of Pearl 
was related to his11 acceptance of the charge of heresy 
for he believed that such an isolated point of heresy in 
the poem could be due to the poet's emotional experience 
at the loss of his daughter. 12 
In his translation of Pearl and in an article which 
preceded it Coulton continued to maintain the elegiac 
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interpretation and Brown's assertion of the Pearl-poet's 
heresy. "Brown, I believe, has been the first to point out 
how definitely the Englishman here breaks away from the 
traditional patristic view, and how thoroughly this agrees 
10Pearl, ed. Osgood, p. xxxiv. 
11Ibid., p. xl. 
12see also Charles G. Osgood, "Is The Pearl an Elegy?" 
PMLA, XXI (1906), p. xxiv for a summary of his paper read 
at the MLA convention in 1905. Osgood here reiterated his 
contention that the poem is an elegy. Other early critics 
who maintained the elegiac interpretation included s. Weir 
Mitchell, Pearl (New York, 1906), pp. 6-7; Pearl, tr. 
Ernest J. B. Kirtlan (London, 1918), p. 1 f., and John E. 
Wells, A Manual of the Writings in Middle English (New 
Haven, 1919), p.~7~ --
with his general religious attitude. rt13 Coulton believed 
that the poem represented "a sincere cry of a father's 
heart at the grave of his infant girl. nl4 
Modern scholarship, on the other hand, has rejected 
the view that the Pearl-poet was a heretic. During the 
last thirty years, with one early exception, 15 the poet's 
theological stand has been defended as orthodox on the 
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basis of medieval religious literature, theological sources 
and medieval secular literature. 
The first defense of the orthodoxy of the poem was 
made by Professor Fletcher. He showed that Brown's 
interpretation of the theological elements in Pearl was 
wrong in essential points, because the poem does not 
maintain "a flat democracy, or rather oriental despotism 
of an absolute royal family ruling a dead level of subjects 
[but in mentioning] the aldermen right before God 1 s chair, "ID 
the poem recognizes different ranks in heaven. According to 
Profess or Fletcher, Osgood 1 s mpposi ti on of "a sudden change 
13Pearl, tr. G. G. Coulton (London, 1907). 
14Ibid,, pp. vii and viii. 
Defense of The Pearl, 11 MLR, II 
See also G. G, Coulton, "In 
(1906), 39-43. 
15wal tar L, Greep, "The Pearl--A New Interpretation," 
PMLA, XL (1925), 81~-82~ 
16Jefferson B, Fletcher, "The Allegory of The Pearl," 
JEGP, XX (1921), p. 17. 
of mind by the poet on so fundamental a dogma is certainly 
gratuitous unless absolutely demanded. The presumption is 
against a devout fourteenth century Catholic acting the 
heretic; and if he were to do so, he would certainly try 
to bolster up his position as strongly as possible."17 
Sister Madeleva considered the various arguments 
offered by Brown. She believed that the omission of Holy 
Church in the poem, as well as the lack of hierarchical 
dignities in the picture of New Jerusalem was without 
significance. "One finds the same omissions in the Imita-
tion of Christ, the Revelations of Blessed Juliana of 
Norwish, the Form of Perfect Living, to mention only a 
few contemporary books of orthodox Catholicism in the same 
field. 1118 Brown's argument that we miss in the poem the 
explicit reference to patristic sources she also found 
unconvincing. Such explicit reference, as we have already 
seen in our treatment of the fourfold method, "is lacking 
in much of the religious and most of the mystical writing 
of the time [but] the doctrine of infant baptism, which 
looms so large in the poem, rests entirely on tradition 
and patristic authority."19 In other words, as I have 
17Fletcher, p. 17. 
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18sister M. Madeleva, Pearl, A Study in Spiritual Dryness 
(New York, 1925), p. 16. 
19 Ibid • , p • 17. 
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maintained, the poet not only knew the Bible but also the 
traditional and patristic commentaries, 
After reviewing the previous commentaries on the 
orthodoxy of Pearl, Professor Wellek came to this conclu-
sion about the poet's theological position: "Actually his 
ideas are absolutely orthodox, only that the church felt 
more clearly the necessity of reconciling the parable of 
the vineyard and the denarius given to every labourer with 
the generally accepted ideas about a heavenly hierarchy. 
In our poet we have the parable stated and the traditional 
picture of heaven accepted side by side without a sense of 
contradiction."21 Wellek 1 s conclusion was based on the 
opinions of the Church Fathers, Pope Innocent III (1198-
1216) and Pope Clement V (1305-1314) as well as the neo-
scholastic theologians of later times, who accepted the 
view of the Fathers and the two Popes. 
More recently several studies have reconsidered the 
theological theory which Brown earlier expressed. James 
Sledd was concerned with the much-debated meaning of 
11 rewardti 11 in lines 603-604: 
20see The Pearl,ed. Osgood, for a list of the many lines 
in the poem which contain Biblical allusions. See also 
Dorothy Everett, Essays on Medieval English Literature, ed. 
Patricia Kean (Oxford, 1~3), pp. 91-92. 
21 Wellek, p. 23. 
For per is vch mon payed inlyche, 
Wheper lyttel oper much be hys rewarde; 
He pointed out that opinion has been divided on the question 
whether to read "reward" or "regard, consideration. 1122 He 
found that the evidence which has been given for the latter 
reading is not convincing and, therefore, presented reasons 
to show that the correct reading is "reward." Sledd 
declared that although the Pearl-poet used the Vineyard 
Parable, he did not believe in the equality of rewards, as 
Brown maintained, because lines 577-580 state clearly that 
the reward of the innocent Pearl is greater than that of a 
merely righteous man. He also pointed out that line 603 
clearly indicates that rewards are unequal: 
Queper-so-euer he dele nesch oper harde. 
Sledd concluded by agreeing that the poet held that all 
the blessed are rewarded alike in that they all see God, 
but they differ in their spiritual capacity to realize 
His presence. 
Sister Mary Hillman agreed with Sledd's interpretation 
of "reward" and in her agreement rejected Brown's view of 
the heresy in Pearl. Her main reasons for this rejection 
were derived not from theology as are Fletcher's, but from 
the writings of Dante and Walter Hilton. She cited Dante's 
22James Sledd, "Three Textual Notes on Fourteenth 
Century Poetry, 11 MLN, LV (1940), 381. 
"Paradiso" to show that he "had depicted the 'like' beati-
tude of all the saved through their enjoyment of the 
Beatific Vision, indicating distinction of reward by means 
of the great symbol of the Rose with its various ranks and 
gradations." 23 She also suggested that the contemporary 
of the Pearl-poet, Walter Hilton, would have no difficulty 
in understanding this interpretation because he had said 
something similar in his Scala Perfectionis. 24 
Another examination of lines 693-604 and another 
refutation of those who questioned the poet's orthodoxy 
were presented by Marie Hamilton. She considered the 
rendering of 11 payed inlyche" ( 1. 603) which had been 
translated as "paid alike" by all modernizers of flearl. 25 
Noting the other uses of these two words in the poem, she 
translated 11 payed 11 as "satisfy, content, please" and 
11 inlyche 11 as "inwardly, wholly, entirely." Thus the 
labourers in the vineyard were "entirely satisfied" with 
their reward. The poet is not claiming equal blessedness 
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23 Sr. M. Vincent Hillman, "Pearl: 1 Inlycbe 1 and 'Rewarde, 111 
MLN, LVI (1941), 457. 
24 tbid., p. 458. 
25Marie P. 
LVIII ( 1943), 
Hamil ton, "The Orthodoxy of 1 Pearl 1 " MLN 
I -' 370. 
for all those who were saved, but rather "the elect 
literally were paid alike in the common gift of eternal 
life."26 In conclusion she offered a parallel for her 
interpretation by calling attention to the testimony of 
Dante's Piccarda in the lowest circle of Paradise that the 
wills of the saved are wholly satisfied by the quickening 
power of that love which makes them desire only what they 
already possess. 27 
Txo other studies added further evidence to the 
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modern view that Pearl is an orthodox poem. An examination 
of the poem by a theologian led him to conclude that the 
poet was imbued with the ideals of the Catholic Faith and 
the poem is worthy of a place beside the work of Crashaw, 
Southwell, Francis Thompson and Claude1. 28 Another recent 
note discussed the Parable of the Vineyard in terms of the 
exegesis of Saint Augustine and concluded that "a re-
examination of the evidence has shown that the interpreta-
tion and use of the Parable of the Vineyard in ~ Pearl 
26 Hamilton, p. 370. 
27Ibid., p. 372. 
28Rev. J. s. King, "An English Poem of the Fourteenth 
Century," Irish Monthly, LXI (1933), 554-558. 
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are consistent with Medieval exegetical tradition. n 29 
The way is now clear for a literal interpretation of 
Pearl according to the fourfold method. Since commentators 
on this level of meaning, such as Hugh of St. Victor, 
Thomas Aquinas and others, have indicated that it includes 
symbols and metaphors we will also consider these two 
aspects of the literal interpretation. In setting forth 
the literal and the three other levels of meaning in Pearl, 
we shall discuss the poem according to what I believe are 
its three natural divisions. Part one includes stanzas 1 
to 20; part two, stanzas 21 to 82; and part three, stanzas 
82 to 101. 
In the first natural division of the Pearl, which we 
shall call ~wandering, the poet mentions that he has 
lost a precious pearl which has been the source of all his 
happiness. He returns to the garden where the pearl had 
slipped through the grass into the earth (stanza 4>3° and 
mourns his loss. Overdome with weariness and sorrow, he 
falls asleep and begins to dream. Except for the last 
29D. W. Robertson, Jr., "The 'Heresy' of The Pearl," 
MLN, LXV (1950), 155. 
3°For a comparison between this stanza and The Shepheardes 
Calender see C. L. Wrenn, "On Re-reading Spenser's 
Shepheardes Calender," Essays !!;'L Members .2f. the English 
Association, XXIX (1943), 30-33. 
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stanzas, the rest of the poem is concerned with this dream. 
The dreamer finds himself transported (stanza 6) to a 
land of splendor and beauty--of crystal cliffs, brightly 
plumaged birds, and woods which he describes as follows: 
Holtewode3 bry3t aboute hem bydeJ 
Of bolle3 as blwe as ble of Ynde; 
As bornyst syluer pe lef on slyde3, 
pat pike con trylle on vch a tynde. 
Quen glem of glodeJ agayn3 hem glyde3, 
Wyth schymeryng schene ful schrylle pay schynde. 
(75-80) 
In his journey he also comes upon a stream whose banks 
are covered with precious jewels that sparkle in the sun, 
and this stream he follows far up its course. Comforted 
by these views of the countryside (stanza 11), the dreamer 
instinctively believes that Paradise is across the stream, 
b~yond the opposite shore. As be longs to cross the 
unfordable river, he sees (stanza 14) seated on the other 
side of the stream a maiden radiantly clad in a jewel-
studded robe and, upon her breast, the most beautiful pearl 
that he has ever beheld. He does not recognize her at 
first but gradually knows her "more and more." (168) 
In this first part of the poem we have three incidents. 
The jeweler, while mourning the loss of a pearl in a garden, 
falls asleep; in his sleep he has a dream in which he 
wanders through the beautiful countryside; and in this 
dream he sees a lovely maiden. Each of these incidents 
poses questions fundamental to a literal interpretation. 
The first question is: what literally is the meaning of 
the jewel which he mourns? 
I believe that the jewel literally is a precious gem. 
a beautiful pearl. Both internal and external evidence 
points to this interpretation. In the poem the jeweler 
states that he is mourning the loss of a pearl. 
Allas! I leste hyr in on erbere; 
burp grease to grounde hit fro me yot. 
I dewyne, fordolked of luf-daungere 
Of pat pryuy perle withouten spot. (9-12) 
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That this loss is sufficient for the sorrow of the jeweler 
is borne out by the description of the jewel as one without 
"pere" (4) or equal, and by the value which 'the Middle Ages 
placed on such pearls. "In the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries throughout Europe pearls were very fashionable 
as personal ornaments, and were worn in enormous quantities; 
the dresses of men as well as of women were decorated and 
embroidered with them, and they were noted in nearly every 
account of a festive occasion, whether it were a marriage, 
a brilliant tourney, the consecration of a bishop, or the 
celebration of a victory in battle. n3l 
It should also be noted that nowhere in the first five 
31George F. Kunz and Charles H. Stevenson, The Book of 
the Pearl (New York, 1908}, p. 425. See p. 25 for a history 
of the word "pearl" in the Middle Ages. See also P. J. 
Heather, "Precious Stones in the Middle English Verse of 
the Fourteenth Century, 11 Folk-Lore, XLII ( 1931), 217-264, 
and 345-404; Urban T. Holmes, "Medieval Gem Stones," 
Speculum, IX (1934), 195-204. 
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stanzas does the jeweler state that he is mourning the loss 
of a child. It has been argued by the elegists that the 
pronouns--"her" (4), 11hyr 11 (8 and 9), "hit" (10)--must 
refer to a girl. "The fact is: either 'her' or 1hit 1 could 
be used of the gem pearl, but only 'her' could properly be 
used of the girl Pearl. n32 When 11her" is used in the 
opening stanzas--for example, in line 4--it is clearly in 
reference to a stone "oute of oryent." (3) This concern 
with the use of pronouns may appear to be a bit trifling, 
but the elegiac interpreters of Pearl have used these pro-
nouns as a starting-point in elaborating their "father-
daughter" theories. Such theories are not only contrary 
to an understanding of the poet's use of pronouns, but they 
are also weakened by the fact that the setting of the early 
stanzas of the poem is not a graveyard where the poet 
mourns his daughter but, as we have seen, a garden. It 
also seems to me that line 10 
pur) grease to grounde hit fro me yot. 
is especially incongruous when applied to a maiden in a 
literal interpretation. 
I am not denying the elegiac character of the poem; 
such a characteristic is clearly present in the personal 
32wnld.run H. Schofield, "Symbolism, Allegory and 
Autol!!iography in fhe Pearl," PMLA, XXIV (1909), p. 595. 
loss of the jeweler in the opening stanzas. Nor am I 
setting up a dilemma between the elegiac and the allegori-
cal interpretations of Pearl; such a dilemma has not only 
been exploded,35 but it does not exist in the fourfold 
interpretation. I am suggesting that the internal and 
external evidence of the poem indicates that in the 
opening stanzas the jeweler is literally mourning the loss 
of a precious pearl. 
The second incident in the wandering offers few 
problems in a literal interpretation. The jeweler in his 
dream travels through a beautiful land, and in a manner 
suggestive of Wordsworth is comforted by the marvelous 
beauty of what he sees. 
The dubbement dere of doun and dale3, 
Of wod and water and wlonk playne3, 
Blyde in me blys, abated my bale3, 
Forbidden my stresse, dystryed my payne~. (121-124) 
In the third incident of part one of the Pearl the 
jeweler comes upon a lovely maiden. When he first sees 
her he says, "I knew her wel" (164) and 
On lenghe I loked to hyr pere; 
pe lenger, I knew hyr more and more. (167-168) 
Later in lines 241-243 he questions her in order to deter-
mine her identity. In knowing her "more and more" he is 
33 Fletcher, p. 21. 
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using a convention;34 in questioning the maiden he indicates 
that he is not sure that he does becognize her. 
This problem of recognition has attracted a good deal 
of attention from the previous literal interpreters of 
Pearl. They have attempted to show that the maiden is the 
daughter of the poet. Here I think it is necessary to zoew, 
call a fundamental axiom of literary criticism that the 
truth of poetry need not be the same as the truth of history 
or science. In other words, the maiden here can be a 
product of the poet's imagination. In only two places in 
the poem do we have references to a personal relationship 
between the jeweler and the maiden: 
Ho wat3 me nerre pen aunte or nece; (233) 
and 
We meten so selden by stok oper ston. (380) 
The first reference clearly involves a number of possible 
relationships between the jeweler and the maiden; it does 
not necessarily mean that she is his daughter. The second 
reference was suggested by Schofield in order to discredit 
34William H. Schofield, "The Nature and Fabric of The 
Pearl, 11 PMLA, XIX (1904), p. 177 f. See also H. R. Patch, 
"§eview of'P'earl: A Study in Spiritual Dryness, 11 Speculum, 
III (1928), 412, who explained the passage as follows: 
"She came down the shore, and thus was nearer to him than 
aunt or niece. 'Wherefore my joy was much the more' seems 
to imply, not recognition of relationship, but merely that 
he could see her clearly, and that she could speak to him." 
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it. "Would a father ever speak of meeting his own daughter 
'by stock or stone' and nowhere else? 1135 More importantly 
nowhere in the poem does the poet indicate that the maiden 
is his daughter. In ~iew of the carefulness of his work 
we should expect some such indication if he desired us to 
accept the maiden as his daughter. 
If then the maiden is not the poet's child, whom does 
she signify on the literal level? We have already seen 
th~t literally the poet presents a jeweler mourning the 
loss of a pearl in a garden. "It is evident later, however, 
that this pearl he planned to be only the symbol of a 
little maiden, whom he represents as having died before 
she was two years of age.n36 Such a shift in the meaning 
of pearl is not only true to dream psychology, but it is 
not unusual in medie:lfal dream-pli>ems. "Many an allegorical 
(i.e. symbolig] visitant who came to comfort and counsel 
a lonely man was thus represented as having been known to 
him before, but not at first recognized when she appeared 
under strange conditions.n37 The dreamer is obviously 
confused by the appearance of a young lady (stanzas 17-19). 
35Schofield, "Symbolism in The Pearl, 11 p. 663, note 2. 
36Ibid. , p. 651. 
37 Ibid. I p. 651. 
206 
This shift in the symbolism of the pearl does not immediate-
ly dawn on him. If it had, the poem might have concluded 
without its homiletic elements. Therefore in the second 
natural division of the poem, which I shall call ~ 
dialogue, he begins the long conversation with the maiden 
by two questions that indicate his confust~n: 
1 0 perle,' quod I, 'in perle3 py3t, 
Art pou my perle pat I haf playned, (241-242) 
and secondly: What fate has caused me to be a 11 joyle3 
juelere" (252) while you are delighting in Paradise? The 
maiden carefully explains to him that his pearl is not lost 
and rebukes him for his unreasonable lament at his fate. 
The dreamer rebels at the separation he has been forced to 
undergo and replies now that he has found his pearl he will 
be separated from her no longer, and that he will immediate-
ly cross the rivulet and join her in Paradise. Again, the 
maiden rebukes the dreamer by administering to him a three-
fold scolding for his three assumptions. First, the mere 
fact that he sees her in this place does not mean that she 
is a resident of it; secondly, he has assumed that he is 
to live with her; and thirdly, he has taken for granted 
that he can cross this stream when in reality he must die 
to do so. 
The maiden's rebuke causes the dreamer to burst out 
into fresh lamentation, but once again she checks his out-
cry by reminding him that the judgment of God is not 
affected by the complaints of man and, in gentle but 
persuasive language, she urges him to seek God's mercy. 
These words of the maiden have their desired effect; he 
humbly asks God's forgiveness. His complete submission to 
t~e will of God reminds one of another spiritual de~eat: 
Naked I wait Thy love's uplifted stroke! 
My harness piece by piece Thou has hewn from me. 
And smitten me to my knee; 
I am defenceless utterly.3~ 
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After the dreamer's submission he then begs the maiden 
of his dream to tell him something of the life she leads, 
She is pleased with his attitude and explains she was taken 
in marriage by the Lamb of God and crowned queen. That the 
maiden can be Queen of heaven is quite unthinkable to him; 
it is only Mary who deserves this title. At the mention of 
the Blessed Virgin's name the maiden falls to her knees in 
veneration to the Mother of God. After her act of homage 
the maiden proceeds to point out that everyone who enters 
the Kingdom of he~ven is a king or a queen, while Mary is 
the Empress-Mother of all. 
The dreamer is adamant; the qualifications of the 
maiden, he reasons, might have allowed her to attain the 
rank of a heavenly countess, or a lady-in-waiting, but 
surely not a queen in heaven. In order fully to justify 
38Poems of Francis Thompson, ed. Rev. Terence L, 
Connolly, S:J, (New York, 1932), p. 80. 
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her position in heaven and to explain the limitlessness 
of God's reward, which is far out of proportion to the 
service given, the maiden relates the Parable of the 
laborers in the Vineyard. This parable is applicable to 
the maiden's own case; she came into the vineyard at 
eventide, yet she immediately received the penny of eter-
nal salvation. The jeweler, however, was a difficult man 
to convince; he tells the visionary maiden that the parable 
seems unreasonable. Using the texts of the Old Testament, 
he attempts to show that the system of rewards which she 
proposed would lead to an ever-increasing reward for less 
and less work. 
Now follows a medieval disputq, or disputatio, in 
which the maiden answers the dreamer's objections point for 
point. The general argument of the maid throughout the 
discussion is that there are two methods by which a person 
may reach salvation--either by righteousness or by grace. 
To some scholars this dialectical part of the poem 
appears to be a digression. I do not think so; the entire 
debate is but an impassioned preface to the maiden's 
lyrical quotation of the Scriptures and to the vision of 
the final stanzas. The dreamer had questioned her on the 
nature of the Lamb of God; now she answers him by citing 
three Scriptural passages that represent Christ as the Lamb 
of God--the prophecy of Isaiah which depicts Christ as a 
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Lamb led to His death in Jerusalem; the prophecy of St. John 
the Baptist which presents the one hundred and forty-four 
thousand heavenly virgins with the name of the Lamb written 
on their foreheads; and, thirdly, the vision of John of 
Patmos which pictures the Saviour on his heavenly throne, 
in front of which are the four Beasts, opening the books 
of the seven seals. The most striking of these three 
descriptions is that of the crucifixion of Christ in 
stanza 68: 
1 In Jerusalem wat3 my lemman slayn 
And rent on rode wyth boye3 bolde. 
Al oure bale3 to bere ful oayn, 
He toke on hymself oure care3 colde. 
Wyth boffete3 wat3 hys face flayn 
pat wat3 so fayr on to byholde. 
For synne he set hymself in vayn, 
pat neuer hade non hymself to wolde. 
For vus he lette hym fly3e and folde 
And brede vpon a bostwys bern; 
As meke as lomp pat no playnt tolde 
For vus he swalt in Jerusalem. (805-816) 
The dreamer has only one more request; he desires to 
enter into the dwelling place of the maiden. His request 
is denied, but not in toto; by special permission of God 
he will be allowed to view the heavenly city. 
One of the most important parts of the conversation 
between the dreamer and the maiden is her recounting of the 
Parable of the Vineyard in stanzas 42-48. In order to see 
the significance of this section it is necessary to recall 
that in stanza 33 the dreamer had asked her to describe her 
way of life. She tells him that she is a queen of heaven. 
He objects to this statement saying that only the Blessed 
Mother of God is queen of heaven. The maiden explains 
that the Blessed Mother is empress of heaven, but each 
soul who dwells there is a king or queen. The dreamer is 
still confused for he believes her to be a two-year old 
child who never knew her "pater ne Crede" <485). In order 
to explain her position in heaven she narrates the Parable 
of the Vineyard. 
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As we have already seen the poet's use of this parable 
as well as his application of it to the maiden (stanzas 49-
53) is orthodox. Therefore it is fitting that we briefly 
consider an orthodox, literal interpretation of the passage 
based upon the traditional views of the Church fathers. 
It is rather intended that from it a 
portion of the elect--those who having 
labored, each one for different length 
of time, are yet to receive the same 
reward--shall learn the truth, that 
the greatness of the reward depends, 
not on the duration nor the arduousness 
of the labor, but on the measure of 
grace given and corresponded toy •• It 
will be more fitting for us to regard 
the various hours as applying to the 
time of our call to God's service, 
whether occurring in earliest childhood, 
or after a life passed in sin or indif-
ference, in youth, manhood or in old age.39 
39Leopold Fonck, S.J., The Parables of the Gospels, tr. 
from the Third German EditiOn, E. Leahy-rNew York, 1914), 
p. 318. 
The commentary on this parable continues by pointing out 
that "Origen and the other Fathers of the Church have 
accepted this exposition in addition to the first"4° where 
the hours (the maiden came in the vineyard at "eventyde"--
582) apply to various ages of the human race, 
In this second part of Pearl there are a number of 
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symbols which we shall consider in their proper place. For 
example, in stanza 64 the maiden returns to the idea that 
she is a bride of Christ and, when questioned on the point 
by the dreamer, she answers (according to St. John's 
Apocalypse) that in heaven there are 144,000 brides. Here, 
as we shall see, the number of brides is a symbol, but for 
now it is sUfficient to point out that her reference to 
the Apocalypse is artistically sound, because in the last 
section of the poem she will show the dreamer a vision of 
the heavenly Jerusalem which is described in the ~pocalypse 
of St. John, xiv.l-5. 
The poem then passes into its third natural division 
40 Fonck, p. 319. In addition to these interpretations 
"eventyde" can refer either to "evening, with the payment 
of the wages [which) points out to us the end of every 
one's working time, when 'the night comes when no man can 
work. 111 Ibid., p. 318; or to the eleventh hour, a time 
which can apply to persons of any age who come into the 
vineyard shortly before death. See Robertson, p. 152. 
Since the maiden was only two years of age when she died 
the last interpretation seems to be the best Explanation 
of line 582. 
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(stanzas 82-97), the vision. From the hill, to which he 
has been directed by the maiden, the dreamer sees in vision 
the eternal heavenly city. The poet's description of the 
new Jerusalem, which is drawn from St. John's Apocalypse, 
includes the twelve foundation stones, the twelve gates of 
the city, the procession of the singing hosts of the Lamb 
among whom is the maiden, and the breath-taking glimpse 
of the risen Christ. The dreamer joins in the praise of 
~he Lamb; for him this is a moment of sublime ecstasy 
when his "mynde to maddyng malte" (1154). 
In his delight, the dreamer desires to cross the 
stream and join the heavenly host, but one leap toward the 
stream awakens him from his dream. He finds himself still 
in his garden where he had fallen asleep in search of his 
lost pearl. At first, he is frightened and longs to 
revisit the home of the maiden. Then he recovers himself; 
and, applying the lesson he has just learned, submits his 
own will to the will of his heavenly Father. The poem, 
which opens with a lament, closes in complete agreement 
with God. 
It is important to note that in the last stanza of 
Pearl the jeweler no longer mourns. Instructed by the 
maiden and comforted by the vision he has just seen, he 
exhorts mankind to become as pleasing to God as she is. 
On the literal level, then, the purpose of the poem is 
achieved, for the jeweler is now reconciled to his loss. 
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The purpose of Pearl relates it to other medieval dream-
poems. For example, Boethius, in his cell, was in sorrow 
and desolation until his vision appeared to comfort him. 
Chaucer, especially in his Book of ~ Duchess, is in 
anguish until he too is consoled with a vision. From these 
examples it may be concluded that consolation, at least on 
the literal level, was a feature of medieval dream-visions. 
In the last section of Pearl there are also a number 
of symbols. Some of these we should now like to consider, 
but first we wish to briefly summarize the work of previous 
commentators on the symbolism of Pearl. 
Symbols and Metaphors 
The man who is most responsible for the recognition 
of symbols within the poem is Professor Schofield. In two 
epoch-making articles he turned the tide of Pearl-criticism 
by demonstrating that the poem can receive a symbolic and 
also an allegorical interpretation. An expert in the field 
of patristic studies in an article whose purpose was to 
show that "the Fathers of the Church, at least the Latin 
Fathers, deserve systematic attention from students of the 
literature of mediaeval England 1141 passed this value 
41J. M. Campbell, "Patristic Studies and the Literature 
of Mediaeval England," Speculum, VII (1933), 465. 
judgment on the Pearl scholarship of Professor Schofield: 
Schofield was shrewd enough ••• to inaugurate 
a period of intelligent progrexs in over-
taking the meaning of the poem. Whatever 
may be thought of the details of his arti-
cles today, it seems to be generally 
admitted that he rescued the poem from 
interpretations that were always obscuring 
it the more in the fogs of misapplied 
erudition. If the immediate predecessors 
and followers of Schofield's article of 
1904 had had patristic training, they would 
not have shed so much ink, to so little 
purpose. At least the symbolical character 
of the poem would have been opvious to them. 
as it was to Sister Madeleva.42 
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Professor Schofield not only presented a symbolic 
interpretation of Pearl, but he attacked the elegiac or 
autobiographical theory of interpretation. To those 
elegists who held that the author of Pearl was an ecclesi-
astic,43 he directed his most stern rebuke. If, he argued, 
the poet were an English ecclesiastic of the fourteenth 
century, "He could not possibly have any but an illegitimate 
child and it stands to reason that a priest would not 
deliberately go out of his way to call people's attention 
to his child of shruae,and then proceed to exult above all 
4 2campbell, p. 473. 
43Brown, p. 115. 
215 
else purity of life."44 To those who still insist on 
labelling the poet's position prior to writing Pearl, 
Schofield answered that we have no way of knowing what it 
was. He could have been in any of several positions before 
he composed the poem. He could have been married, or 
unmarried, childless or the father of several children. 
All these conjectures mean nothing. 
In support of his own interpretation of Pearl as 
"primarily an emblem of chastity,"45 Professor S:ahofield 
encouraged the modern reader to interpret the poem, as we 
have already suggested, as a product of its time: "First, 
however, let us endeavor to put ourselves into the state 
of mind of people in the Middle Ages lest we pervert our 
present judgment of past achievement by the false measure-
ments of modern taste. Mystical visions and didactic 
allegories are literary styles now seldom employed; but 
in the thirteenth and fourteent~ centuries they enjoyed 
preeminent vogue."4b 
Quoting from the medieval lapidaries, Schofield 
44schofield, "The Nature of The Pearl," f.• 157. For a 
refutation of this position see-cQulton's, 'In Defense of 
The Pearl," 39-43. 
45schofield, "Symbolism in~ Pearl," p. 838. 
46schofield, "The Nature of The Pearl, 11 p. 163. 
proceeded to show that one or the symbols or a pearl in 
these lapidaries was that or purity. Next, he indicated 
that the poem, like the lapidaries, opens with the name or 
the gem to be discussed. These and other similarities 
between the poem and a pearl rorced Proressor Schorield to 
conclude that not only is an elegiac interpretation or the 
poem out or the question but that these general likenesses 
"or part or ~ Pearl to the lapidaries might prepare us 
at once to expect allegory in the poem. rr47 
In his analysis or Pearl Proressor Schorield demon-
strated that its symbolism centers in the idea or the 
souls as "immaculate." 11 The adjective 'immaculate' 
(maskelle3) is applied to (a) the pearl or great price, 
(b) the pearl on the maiden's breast and on that of all 
the Brides or the Lamb, (c) the maiden Pearl, (d) the 
144,000 Brides or the Lamb, (e) the Lamb HimseH. n48 
Because or all these rererences he 
is rirst and roremost the theme or 
concluded that 
The Pearl. 1149 
"purl ty 
As we have already demonstrated, various scholars 
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have rollowed Proressor Schorield's lead and have discussed 
47schorield, "Symbolism in The Pearl," p. 639. 
48rbid., p. 623. 
49IQ!£., pp. 629-630. 
the meaning of some of these symbols. Sister Hillman, for 
example, has indicated that the word "pearl" stands some-
times for the material gem, sometimes for the soul, the 
pearl of great price, and sometimes for the kingdom of 
heaven. I have indicated the poet's use of the word in 
reference to the material gem. The basis for the "pearl 
of great price" is in Matthew, xiii.45-46: "The kingdom 
of heaven is like to a merchant seeking good pearls. Who, 
when he had found one pearl of great price, went his way, 
and sold all that he had, and bought it." I suggest that 
the symbol which has not received adequate attention is 
that of the 144,000 maidens; even Professor Schofield does 
not seem to understand its significance, which lies, I 
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believe, in medieval number symbolism. In my reading I 
have discovered that medieval commentators such as Clement, 
Origen, St. Augustine, Alcuin and Dante5° were fascinated 
by the symbolic meaning of numbers. For these commentators, 
as for the Pearl-poet, the roots of their numerical symbol-
iam are to be foung in the Bible. Thus when our poet 
describes the heavenly city with its 144,000 virgins he is 
using the text of St. John's Apocalypse: 
50Howard Candler, "On the Symbolic Use of Numbers in the 
1Divina Commedia' and Elsewhere," Transactions .Qf. ~Royal 
Society of Literature, Ser. 2, XXX (1910}, i-29. For a 
full study of this aspect of medieval symbolism see Vincent 
Hopper, Medieval Number Symbolism (New York, 1938). 
'I seghe, 1' says John, 1pe Loumbe hym stande 
On pe mount of Syon fUl pryuen and pro, 
And wyth hym maydenne3 an hundrepe powsande, 
And fowre and forty powsande mo. (867-870) 
This passage presents no difficulty when considered in the 
light of numerical symbolism. One thousand signifies a 
complete or full number, while 12 X 12 represents the 
doctrine of the Trinity carried to the four parts of the 
universe by the twelve Apostles. Thus, 144,000 virgins 
means all those regardless of sex who have been saved.5l 
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This interpretation has also been maintained by the Fathers 
of the Church: 
Qui textus iam inde a temporibus S§. 
Patrum dupliciter explicatur. Alii 
enim verba intelligunt sensu proprio, 
ut illis praedicetur laus virginitatis; 
alii putant verba sumenda esse sensu 
metaphorico de iis, qui semper fideliter 
Christo adhaeserunt. Sicut enim defectio 
a vera fide vocatur fornicatio, ita qui 
semper vero. Deo fidelis manserunt, 
recta vocantur virgines sicut Christus 
omnes, qui intrabunt regn~ coelorum, 
vocat virgines prudentes,?2 
In a more recent note53 it was shown that the seven-
51Hopper, p. 102. See also Rev. R. G. Saunders, An 
Exposition of the Apocalypse {Boston, 1858), p. 173. 
52Christian Pesch, S.J., Praelectiones Dogmaticae 
(Friburg, 1940), VII, 435. 
53Elizabeth Hart, 11 The Heaven of Virgins," Mlill.' XLII 
(1927)' 116. 
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year-old martyr in Chauoer's "Prioress's Tale" was associated 
with the 144,000 virgins. In lines 1769-1775 Chaucer placed 
the boy in the procession of virgins who followed the Lamb: 
0 martir, sowded to virginitee, 
Now maystow syngen, fol~nge evere in con 
The white Lamb celestial--quod she--
Of which the greta evaungelist, Seint John, 
In Pathmos wroot, which seith that they that goon 
Biforn this Lamb, and synge a song al newe, 
That nevere, flesshly, wommen they ne knewe.54 
As this passage indicates, at the time when Pearl was 
written even a small child was definitely numbered among 
the 144,000 virgins. 
In addition to the number symbolism pointed out by 
Chapman55 the poem contains references to other symbolic 
numbers, especially number 12. There are "twelue bantel~" 
(992), "twelue foundemente3 11 (993), "twelue degres" (1022), 
"twelue forlonge space" in the heavenly city (1030), twelve 
gates each containing the name of one of the twelve tribes 
of Israel and each adorned with a pearl (stanza 87), 
"twelue fryte3 of lyf 11 that bear 11 twelue sype3 on zer" 
54The Poetical Works of Chaucer, ed. F. N. Robinson 
(Cambridge, Mass.; 1933)-, pp. 195-196. 
55c. 0. Chapman, "Numerical Symbolism in Dante and 'The 
Pearl,'" MLN, LIV (1939), 256-259. 
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(1078-1079) and twelve precious stones56 (stanza 84 and 
85). These references to twelve are, of course, taken from 
St. John's Apocalypse, and they reinforce the symbol of 
144,000 virgins because twelve traditionally symbolized 
universality. 57 Other symbols in Pearl such as the 
phoenix58 (430) and the sun and the moon59 have previously 
received adequate scholarly attention. I should like to 
conclude by briefly indicating what modern scholarship has 
discovered about the poet's use of metaphors. 
The Pearl-poet had a vivid pictorial imagination 
which, I believe, was largely responsible for his impressive 
use of metaphors. Two recent studies indicated that these 
metaphors are closely related to an interpretation of the 
poem. 
As a result of his examination of the imagery of Pearl 
Professor Johnson interpreted the poem as a "picture of two 
56For the significance of these stones see L. Pannier, 
Las Lapidaires Fran,ais du Moyen ige des XIIe, XIIIe at XIVe 
~cles(Paris, 1882 , p.:210; P. Studer-and J. EVins, AnglO-
Norman Lapidaries (Paris, 1924), p. xvi. 
57Hopper, p. 103. 
58Pearl, ed. Gordon, p. 60, note on 1. 430. 
59see H. Flanders Dunbar, Symbolism in Medieval Thought 
and Its Consummation in the Divine Comedy (New Haven, 1929), 
p:-106 f. for a discussion-or the symbolism of the sun and 
moon. 
worlds and the means of transition between them, a vision 
embracing heaven and earth.n60 After demonstrating the 
similarities between the vision in Pearl and Latin visions 
of the other world6l Professor Johnson arrived at this 
significant conclusion. "The central symbol in the poem, 
the pearl itself, can best be understood as a part of this 
whole scheme. It may stand for a righteous person, for 
221 
the perfect or potentially perfect soul ••• or, in its 
largest sense, for the kingdom of heaven. Further scholar-
ship in the background for this symbolism may augment these 
levels of meaning and supply a full interpretation. n62 I 
hope that my study will help to carry out this suggestion. 
The most comprehensive examination of the imagery of 
the Pearl-poet was made three years ago. In this examina-
tion Patience, Cleanness and Pearl were made the subject 
of an interpretative study from the point of view of imag-
ery. As suggested by modern literary critics the images 
were examined in their context and in relation so the work 
in which they appeared. Using these criteria the author 
60wendell s. Johnson, "The Ima~ery and Diction of The 
Pearl: Toward an Interpretation, Journal of English---
Literary History, XX (1953), p. 180. 
6lsee Howard R. Patch, The Other World (Cambridge, Mass.; 
1959)' p. 190. 
62 Johnson, pp. 179-180. 
found that "in ~ Pearl a study of imagery has clarified 
the central theme of 
the Wiibl of God. 1163 
the poem as that of resignation to 
This conclusion further substantiates 
my literal interpretation of the poem according to the 
fourfold method. The author of this dissertation also has 
a significant statement regarding the imagery in all three 
poems. "In general it may be said that in all three poems 
the imagery, though often rich and impressive in itself, 
is continually subordinated to the purpose of expressing 
and clarifying a moral meaning and is made a part of a 
structure designed to instruct and persuade, n64 I think 
that the words "instruct" and "persuade" are especially 
appropriate to the allegorical and moral levels of meaning 
within fhe Pearl. Perhaps an illustration from the field 
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of traditional rhetoric could point up this appropriateness, 
As I have previously explained, the allegorical sense 
refers to what we are to do. These two levels of meaning 
closely parallel the bailc elements of rhetoric, argumenta-
tion and persuasion. In argumentation the speaker or 
63Edwin D. Cuffe, S,J., "An Interpretation of Patience, 
Cleanness and The Pearl from the Viewpoint of Imagery," 
unpubl. diss.,-riTniv. of No. Carolina, 1952). Abstract 
of dissertation printed in Univ. of No. Carolina Record, 
No. 520, p. 108. -- --
64~ .. pp. 108-109. 
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writer attempts to convince his audience of the probability 
of his theme; he tries to have them believe in his proposi-
tion. In persuasion he attempts to establish motives for 
the free action that he wants his audience to perform; he 
desires the audience to do something, These two essentials 
of rhetoric are not enly parallel to the allegorical and 
moral meanings but indicate the appropriateness of 
"instruct" and "persuade" in a general conclusion about 
the Pearl-poet's use of imagery. I should now like to 
consider the second level of meaning, the allegorical, in 
the fourfold system of interpretation. 
CHAPTER VIII 
THE ALLEGORICAL INTERPRETATION OF PEARL 
The allegorical meaning has been defined as what we 
are to believe. A striking explanation of this level of 
meaning and its relation to the fourfold method bf inter-
pretation was presented by a contemporary of the Pearl-
poet, John Wycliffe, in the prologue of his rendering of 
the Bible. After defining the literal sense he wrote: 
"Allegorik is a goostly vnderstonding, that techith what 
men owen for to bileeue of Crist either of hooly chirche. 
Moral is a goostly vnderstonding, that techith man, what 
vertues thei owen to sue, and what vi~es thei owen to fi6e. 
Anagogik is a goostly vnderstonding, that techith men, what 
blisse thei schal haue in heuene. "1 Before attempting a 
traditional allegorical interpretation of Pearl, it is 
necessary to examine previous explications of the poem 
according to this level of meaning. It should be noted 
that during recent years a number of "allegorical" explana-
1The Holy Bible, Containing the Old and New Testaments, 
with the Apocrtphal Books, in the Earliest English Versions 
made from the atin Vulgate £z John Wycliffe and his 
Followers, ed. Josiah Forshall and Sir Frederick Madden 
(Ox~ord, 1850), I, 32. ~uoted by Francis J. Thompson, 
"Unity in the Second Shepherds' Tale," MLN,LXIV (1949), 303; 
this article interprets the play according to the fourfold 
system. 
tions of Pearl have been published. Now we wish to consi-
der only those previous interpretations which I believe 
can be entitled allegorical in a traditional sense. I 
realize that in assigning some of these interpretations 
to the allegorical level of the fourfold system and others 
to the moral and anagogical levels I am providing an 
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arrangement not usually intended by their authors. However, 
I believe that such a procedure can be justified by the 
fourfold system, and I hope that it will demonstrate one 
of the values of this dissertation by providing a framework 
in whiCh previous Pearl-explications can be reconciled. 
The greatest single influence on the early allegorical 
interpretation o~ the Pearl was the work of Professor 
Schofield. In the years between the publication hf his two 
articles, a review by Professor Northrup attempted to re-
solve the dilemma maintained by Schofield and others that 
the poem is either an elegy or an allegory. "That the 
framework of the poem is that of a vision and that the 
debate effectively expounds and defends the equality of 
heavenly rewards, no one will doubt; but that this excludes 
the possibility that the poem is based on a personal exper-
ience is still, we think, an open question. "2 
Nine years after Professor Schofield's eecond article 
2clark S. Northrup, "Recent Studies of The Pearl," MYi• 
XXII (1907), 21. 
there appeared an allegorical interpretation by Robert Max 
Garrett. Of all the allegorical interpretations Professor 
Garrett's is the most interesting. He believed that the 
entire poem allegorically represents the Holy Eucharist. 
"I have an idea that the whole poem ~rose from gazing at 
the Elevated Host in the hands of the Priest ••• ! believe 
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that the poet conceives the poem as taking place within the 
church where the Pearl might be buried, quite regardless 
of the convention of the arbor and the grass. n3 Professor 
Garrett summed up his thesis by stating: "Within the 
frame of the great Pearl the poet sees his lost pearl in 
the presence of the Lamb of God, a very member incorporate 
in the mystical body of Christ; and she teaches him that 
through the grace of God as granted in the Eucharist it is 
given him to become a member of thisgreat body, thus to be 
forever united with his Pearl as parts of the great Pearl, 
the mystical body of Christ. n4 This allegorical interpre-
tation was not proved by Professor Garrett. Only one 
parallel between Pearl and the Holy Eucharist was presented 
and it was mistranslated. The chief merits of Professor 
3Robert Max Garrett, "The Pearl--An Interpretation, 11 
Univelsit; of Washington PUblications in English, IV 
(1918 , 3 • For areview of this article see Carleton F. 
Brown, MLN, XXXIV (1919), 42. 
4Garrett, p. 37. 
Garrett's work lay in his excellent summary of the poem 
and in the presentation of an unusual letter of St. Hilary 
of Poitiers to his young daughter concerning a certain 
prince who owned a pearl of great value.5 
Jefferson B. Fletcher in his article on Pearl was the 
first scholar to recognize the fact that the poem is 
capable of a multiple interpretation. He indicated that 
a medieval symbol such as a pearl " ••• is like a crystal 
of many facets. Though each facet may reflect but one 
object, the symbol as a whole may at the same time reflect 
many objects."6 Thus, according to Fletcher a fourfold 
interpretation bf the poem is merely a traditional and 
systematized application of this manifold reflection. 
Fletcher also performed an excellent service by 
exposing the false dilemma between the elegiac and the 
allegorical interpreuations of the poem. With reference 
to this dilemma he said: 
Either The Pearl is an elegy, or it is an 
allegory. If one grasps the second horn 
of the dilemma, and declares for allegory 
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5see "St. Hilary of Poi tiers, 11 A Select Library of Nicene 
and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, tr. Rev. 
~w. Watson et al. (New-York, 1902), IX, xlviii where it 
is claimed that Hilary's epistle is a "spurious letter to 
his imaginary daughter, Abra." 
6Jefferson B. Fletcher, 11 The Allegory of 'fhe Pearl, 11 
JEGP, XX (1921), 1. 
then ipso facto he must admit that the 
lamented one is no really-truly child 
at all, but a mere personification. 
The fallacy of this dilemma has been 
so often exposed, that it is incompre-
hensible how learned critics should be 
still guilty of it; but they are. To 
such as remain stiff-necked in heresy 
I would commend the work so often cited 
in this article, De Laudibus Beatae 
Mariae Virginia by-Aibertus Magnus. It 
is a rich and illuminating corrective 
of the idea of allegory represented in 
the Roman de la Rose. According to 
Albertus, Mary-is-rfigured 1 in nearly 
every person or thing mentioned in 
Scripture. 7 
True to his own principle Profeasor Fletcher did not 
hold to the strictly elegiacal interpretation o~ the all-
exclusive allegorical interpretation. He believed that it 
was possible to admit the allegorical explanations which 
critics had proposed and sti~l believe in the really-truly 
existence of the child, just as, for instance, Albertus 
Magnus in his praise of the Virgin Mary described all "the 
symbolic properties, delights, sceDts, meteorology, flora 
and fauna of Mary qua Garden"8 without ever ·questioning 
her historical reality. Thus, for Fletcher Pearl is capa-
ble of a multiple interpretation involving the literal and 
allegorical levels. 
7Fletcher, p. 21. 
8 ~·' p. 20. 
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So might the father say of his innocent 
and baptized babe that no one was more 
worthy to signify a bride of the Lamb, 
••• And he meets her there in vision, 
transformed, a virgin, into the image 
of the Blessed Virgin, that most precious 
pearl for which God gave even His divine 
all--His Son on the Cross ••• ~nly by humb-
ling himself as this little child, by 
sacrifice of all else regaining his lost 
innocence, may he enter into the kingdom 
where she is. So the 'pearl' takes on 
still another signification; it is his 
lost innocence as well as his lost 
innocent, and in this aspect, his lament 
is that of a contrite heartgro:Qing in 
the darkness for its lost hope.~ 
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In the current volume of PMLA Marie Hamilton presented 
an interpretation of Pearl that can be related to the 
allegorical level. In the first part of her study she 
posed certain questions which she believed would lead to 
the Iolution of the mystery of Pearl. "What is typified 
by the jewel and the jewel-maiden, and how are they 
related? What is the symbolic import of the story?1110 In 
answering the first question she showed that "first there 
is Pearl, the maiden soul, who through baptismal regenera-
tion and incorporation into the Mystical Body of Christ, 
the Church, has become 'p perle of prys' (257-276). 
9 Fletcher, p. 21. 
10Marie P. Hamilton, 11 The Meaning of the Middle English 
Pearl," PMLA, LXX (1955), 805. 
Seoondly, there is the pretiosa margarita ••• the gem of 
eternal life and beatitude, which is the maiden's 
distinctive endowment and adornment as a bride of Christ, 
a soul in grace."11 The key to the second question asked 
by Miss Hamilton lies in the maiden's resum' of the Fall 
and the Redemption. Mankind was created for happiness, 
but lost it through the sin of Adam. The Redemption of 
man was accomplished by Christ on the Cross. "The whole 
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of Pearl is a finely wrought elaboration of this theme, the 
Biblioal epic of the soul in delicate miniature, seen in 
the epitome of one man's passionate experience. The hero 
is not literally the poet, but a 'type of the whole race 
of fallen man, called to salvation,' like Dante, the pil-
12 grim of the Commedia though less learned than Dante." 
Thus for Miss Hamilton the meaning of the poem is to be 
found in an allegorical interpretation. "The soul is 
something which the poet, with ample warrant, could repre-
sent as a pearl and at the same time as a maiden who had 
'died 1 in infancy and had been redeemed by Christ. The 
jewel of immortal life, with which the soul was identified 
and endowed, is something that the poet, and his hero, 
1~amilton, p. 806. 
12rbid., pp. 810-811. 
'lost, mourned, and could recover through the grace of God 
strengthened by partaking of the Blessed Sacrament.• 1113 
I think that this interpretation, as far as it goes, is 
excellent, and I shall presently indicate a similarity 
between one part of it 14 and my allegorical interpretation 
of Pearl. However, medieval allegory, especially the 
fourfold method, consisted of layers of meaning, and it 
is the,;secoed of these layers, the allegorical, that we 
now wish to conaider. 
The first division of Pearl (stanzas 1-20), which we 
have labelled the wandering, allegorically signifies man-
kind after his fall in the Garden of Eden. Just as the 
jeweler was in anguish at the loss of a worthwhile object, 
a pearl, so also mankind, with the fall of Adam, sorrowed 
because of the loss of innocence. 15 It is true, as Miss 
Hamilton has pointed out, that the maiden in the middle 
section of the poem presents a resum6 of the Fall and 
Redemption, but here in the wandering of the dreamer it is 
significant to note that he is not consoled by this remedy 
but instead is comforted by viewing the countryside: 
1~amilton, p. 824. 
1~y theory was full grown before Miss Hamilton's 
interpretation was published. 
15see above, p. 229. 
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The debbement dere of doun and dalea, 
Of wod and water and wlonk playne3, 
Bylde in me blys, abated my bale3, 
Fordtaden my stresse, dystryed my payne3 • (121-124) 
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In other words, the Redemption of man by Christ supernat-
urally consoles the dreamer in the second part of the poem, 
but before the Redemption mankind, in the person of the 
~reamer, could be consoled by the sensuous beauty of the 
world around him. Man can discover a great number of 
comforting things without revelation and, thus, he is in 
the woods of delight. The opposite shore of the unfordable 
stream is Paradise, where mankind in the person of the 
dreamer will come to a direct but not exhaustive knowledge 
of some truths which his intellect now perceives only in 
a shadowy way. A striking parallel of this m£i2 spiritale 
occurs in Dante's Divine Comedy. Here the Pilgrim 
••• looks naively outward (extra nos) 
as a child does, at the delights and 
perils of the world around him. 
During the second Day he looks inward 
(intra nos) endeavoring to understand 
the sufferings and the true or illus-
ory objects of his own psyche. 
During the third Day he turns outward 
again, but all that he sees ••• are 
signs and figures pointing upward 
(super nos) to the eternal death and 
resurrection of Christ ••• And the end 
of this movement is in the Paradiso 
Terrestre, where the visionary 
pageant unrolls the historic Chris-
tian creed, man's innocence, fall 
and Redemption, pointing by implica-
tion upward, to the unimagined 
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beatitude of the Paradiso16 
The parallel between the naive Pilgrim of the Divine Comedy 
and the dreamer in Pearl is especially well worth noting 
because in the first section of our poem the dreamer is 
bewildered and lacking in knowledge. 
I ne wyste in pis worlde quare pat hit wace, 
Bot I knew me keste per klyfe 1 cleuen; Towards a foreste I bare pe f§ce, 
Where rych rokke3 war to dyscreuen. (65-68) 
In several ways he is like a child: in his obedience to 
the immediate impression, especially to the beauty of 
nature; in his candor and freedom of feeling; and finally, 
in his gradual recognition of the maiden as he knows her 
"more and more" ( 168). However, literally he is a mature 
man, but his mind is child-like because it is not illumined 
by the knowledge which the maiden will present to him in 
the second part of the poem. Since he encounters this 
knowledge for the first time he understands it in a child-
like "step by step" fashion. His growing understanding, 
like that of the Pilgrim in the Divine Comedy, 17 is the 
moving center of the second part of Pearl. 
A key word in this interpretation is "erbere" (7). 
l6Francis Fergusson, Dante's Drama 2£ the Mind 
(Princeton, 1953), p. 179. 
17Francis Fergusson, "Purgitory Canto XVIII: The Fruit 
of Philosophy," Kenyon Review, XIV (1952), 243. 
It is an Anglo-French word which the most recent editor of 
Pearl correctly glosses as a "grassy place in a garden, 
often among trees." Modern translators of the poem 
recognize "erbere" as referring to a garden; however, 
"competent fourteenth-century readers must have recognized 
the erber(e) as the Garden of Eden, where the maiden soul 
of man fell to earth and was lost, with her potential 
endowment of everlasting life and blessedness.nl8 
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Saint Bernard in linking together history and a garden 
also provided an exposition which parallels the growing 
understanding of the dreamer in Pearl. 
History is, then, as it were, a garden, 
and it is threefold; for it contains 
the creation, the reconciliation, and 
the reparation of heaven and of earth. 
'Creation,' that is like the sowing or 
planting of a garden. •Reconciliation' 
is, as it were, the germination of that 
which is sown or planted. For at the 
due time the heavens have distilled dew 
from above, the clouds have poured down 
righteousness, the earth has opened and 
brought forth the Saviour (Is. xlv.8), 
by whom was brought about the reconcil-
iation of heaven and earth. For He is 
our peace, who hath made both one 
(Eph. ii.l4l, reconciling by His blood 
all things 1 whether in earth or heaven (Col. i.20J. 'Reparation,' again, is 
come to pass at the ending of the 
dispensation. For there shall be a 
new heaven and a new earth; the good 
18Hamilton, pp. 806-807. 
shall be gather!d in the storehouse of 
God, as fruits from a garden.l9 
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History here represents the simple historical sense of 
Scripture, but its interpretation, as given by St. Bernard, 
is the quid credas or allegorical meaning. It is also 
significant that the source for "there shall be a new 
heaven and a new earth" is the same source used by the 
Pearl-poet, the Apocalypse of St. John (xxl.l), as a 
conclusion for his poem. 
The use of one man to represent mankind is, of course, 
common in medieval literature. 20 One thinks immediately 
of such a work as Everyman, where the individual yet 
universal Everyman also makes a journey during which he is 
instructed by various allegorical figures and where he 
finally achieves a true sense of values. The dreamer in 
Pearl, like Everyman, must make a new beginning--just as 
mankind after the Fall must start out anew after his loss 
of innocence. More importantly for our purposes in at 
least two places the text of the poem substantiates this 
interpretation. When the maiden rebukes the dreamer for 
his presumptuous questions (301-312) she, as she frequently 
19 Life and Works of St. Bernard, ed. Dom John Mabillon, 
tr. Samuel J. Estes TLondon, 1890), IV, 133. 
20see Hamilton, pp. 806 and 811. 
does throughout the poem, applies her exposition to all 
mankind. She says that pride ill befits a good man (309-
310), and his words are unworthy to be addressed to God. 
Then she states that his body must lie in the cold clay 
before he can cross the stream, for Adam, our forefather, 
abused it and made it corruptible in the Garden of Eden 
(320-321). Secondly, the text in stanzas 54 and 55 
consciously expounds a traditional medieval idea that all 
mankind shared in the rebellion of Adam when, by pride, 
he lost supernatural happiness which was restored to him 
by the Redemption. 21 
1 Ino1e is knawen pat mankyn grete 
Fyrste wat3 wro3t to blysse parfyt; 
Oure forme fader hit con forfete 
pur3 an apple pat he vpon con byte. 
Al wer we dampned for pat mete 
To dy3e in doel out of delyt 
And sypen wende to helle hete, 
perinne to won wythoute res~2t. 
Bot peron com a bote astyt. 
21see also the opening lines of Milton's Paradise Lost 
(1-5) 
22Modern renderings of line 645 have in general been 
unfortunate. For example, Couldlon 1 s "But Mercy came in 
Hell's despite" is not onl~ unfaithful to the original, 
but the capitalizabion of 'Mercy" suggests personification 
allegory which here is misleading. Literally the line may 
be rendered as follows: "But after that a remedy came 
without de lay. 11 
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Ryche blod ran on rode so roghe, 
And wynne water pen at pat plyt: 23 pe grace of God wex gret innoghe, (637-648) 
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The dreamer in the second part of Pearl, the dialogue, 
comes upon a highly idealized maiden who imparts to him 
the truths which he must believe. The reason why she is 
so idealized is related to the allegorical level; like 
Matilda, in Dante's masterpiece, "what she is unthinkingly 
aware of is not so much the world as the truth o~ the 
world--what the world ought to be, and would be, if it 
were not obscured and divided by the greedy passions of 
the human." 24 Thus the second division of Pearl allegori-
cally represents mankind after the Redemption of Christ. 
It signifies man's reconciliation with God through Christ's 
Redemption and a true understanding of His beliefs as 
expounded by His Church. Contrary to the elegiac theory 
of interpretation the dreamer here is less interested in 
his personal relationship to the maiden, bedause he desires 
to discover the true meaning of the scene which is presented 
to him. As he understands "more and more" of ultimate 
23see also stanza 55 for a further development of the 
idea that the Redemption wiped away Adam's sin (656) and 
thus saved mankind from the "secounde deth" (652) of 
hell. 
24Fergusson, p. 199. 
truth, 25 the maiden's relationship occupies less and less 
of his attention, until finally she takes her place among 
all those who have understood and successfully followed 
the beliefs she has expounded. The poem itself with its 
great emphasis on the Redemption of Christ and the exposi-
tion of His beliefs bears out the allegorical meaning of 
the middle section of the poem. 
First, it should be noted that in several places in 
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the second part of Pearl the maiden is depicted as a 
spotless bride of Christ26 (see, for example, stanzas 64 
and 65). Traditionally the Bride of Christ on the allegori-
cal level meant the Church. We have previously cited St. 
Augustine's interpretation of the Church as "His Spouse ••• 
not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing.n27 
Allegorically, then, the maiden may represent the Church. 
25see Select Works of S. Ephrem the Syrian, tr. Rev. 
J. B. Morris (Oxford, 1847), pp. 84~ where the author 
stated: "On a certain day a pearl did I take up, my 
brethren, I saw in it mysteries pertaining to the Kingdom 
[of heave!il; ••• in its undividedness I saw the Truth which 
is undivided. It was so that I saw there its pure 
conception.--the Church." 
26see lbid., p. 86 and p. 91, where allegorically Christ 
is a pearl. 
27Saint Augustine, Christian Instruction, tr. John J. 
Gavigan, O.S.A., Writings of St. Augustine (New York, 1947), 
p. 62. 
Such an interpretation is particularly appropriate for the 
role which the maiden plays in the second part of the poem 
as she expounds the beliefs of Christ's Church. 
After the dreamer sees the maiden he almost immedi-
ately makes his threefold assumption--the maiden must be 
a resident of Paradise because the fallible testimony of 
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h±s senses tells him that she is there; secondly, he assumes 
that he is now going to dwell with her; and thirdly, he 
takes for granted that he can cross the river. The maiden 
answers by explaining the teachings of Christ and His 
Church, declaring that there are only three ways to attain 
heaven--faith, good works, and death. The first of these, 
faith, is contrasted with the sensual knowledge to which 
the dreamer assented. The Church, speaking through her 
Founder, explains that faith can exist without the testimony 
of the senses. On this matter, St. John (xx.29) says: 
"Jesus saith to him: Because thou hast seen me, Thomas, 
thou hast believed; blessed are they that have not seen, 
and have believed." The dramatic force of the situation 
is lost if considered only as an elegy. It is not a little 
girl chiding her father; rather it is a rebuke for that part 
of mankind who believes only what his senses tell him. 28 
28see Select Works of s. Ephrem the Syrian, p, 87 
where the pearlrepresenting the Church "rebukes man's rash 
pretensions." 
And much to bmame and vncortayse 
pat leue3 oure Lorde wolde make a ly3e, 
pat lelly hy1te your lyf to rayse, 
pa3 fortune dyd your flesch to dy3e. 
3e setten hys worde3 ful westernays 
pat leue3 nopynk bot 3e hit sy3e. (303-308) 
It is true, as the maiden indicates (stanza 53), that man-
kind at Baptism is endowed with the pearl of eternal life 
by faith. However, for the mature adult good works plus 
faith is required for eternal bliss 
pe ry3twys man schal se hys face, 
pe harmle3 hapel schal com hym tylle. 
pe Sauter hyt sat3 pus in a pace: 
"Lorde, quo schal klymbe py hy3 hylle, 
Oper rest wythinne phy holy place?" 
Hymself to onsware he is not dylle: 
11Hondelynge3 harme pat dyt not ille, 
pat is of hert hope clene and ly~t, 
per schal hys step stable sjylle : (675-683) 
If mankind utilizes these two means suggested by the maid-
en, he will come into the holy city of heaven. According 
to the Church, faith accompanied by good works and then 
death with confidence will win heaven for mankind; an 
almost exact paraphrase of this belief, which is the 
explanation of the maiden in Pearl, is found in the tradi-
tional literature of the Church: "He that comes to this 
holy city ••• and enters through faith, hope, veneration, 
piety, and devotion will find it a precious pearl that 
will make him fortunate, rich and prosperous in this life 
and blessed ••• in the next, 1129 The description of the maid-
en further contributes to the allegorical interpretation. 
She is clothed in fine linen ( 11biys, 11 197), and the source 
of her description is St. John's Apocalypse xix.8, where 
the bride of Christ is clothed 11 in fine linen, shining, 
bright. For the fine linen is the just deeds of the 
saints. 11 If mankind is to come into the holy city of 
heaven, he must be clothed in the fine linen of good deeds. 
The third requisite for winning heaven is death. The 
dreamer wishes to cross the stream to the land of eternal 
happiness, but an immediate transition, as we have already 
seen, is not possible because of the loss of heaven by the 
sin of man's first parents. Man must pass through an 
intermediate step, 11 drwry deth. 11 ( 323). 
pou wyline3 ouer pys water to weue; 
Er most pou ceuer to oper counsayle: 
py corse in clot mot calder keue. 
For hit wat3 forgarte at Paradys greue; 
Oure 3orefaaer hit con mysse3eme. 
Pur3 arwry deth bo3 vch man areue, 
Er ouer pys dam hym Dry3tyn deme. (318-324) 
These explicit references to the loss of heaven by man's 
progenitors in Eden and to the necessity of death as a 
requirement for everyman's entrance into Paradise are not 
references to the poet's personal life. Death is one of 
29Sister Mary of Jesus, Mystical City of God, tr. from 
original Authorized Spanish Edition by Fiscar Marison 
(Chicago, 1902), IV, 58. 
the necessary conditions for the attainment of heaven. 
The poet's source, Apocalypse (xiv.l2-13) clearly recog-
nizes that "crossing the b8;1' 11 is required in order to 
enjoy the blessedness of the saints: "Here is the 
patience of the saints, who keep the commandments of God, 
and the faith of Jesus, And I heard a voice from heaven 
saying, 'Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord 
henceforth. 1 11 
The same idea is found in medieval architecture. The 
road which allegorically meant death was placed at the 
entrance of the chancel of the church. All who desired a 
place of rest within the sanctuary, which allegorically 
represents heaven, must suffer death.30 
The dreamer next questions the maiden about the 
nature of the Lamb of God. Her most striking description 
of the Lamb is that of the crucified Lamb of the Cross. 
Allegorically the crucifixion symbolizes the establishment 
of peace between man and God. The dreamer has lost his 
object of worth, heaven, by the sin of Adam which incurred 
the wrath of God. The Church tells him that there are 
three ways to regain heaven, but these methods cannot be 
30The medieval church, especially its sanctuary, which 
is a place of final rest(, may be allegorically represented 
as heaven. See Caplan, 'The Four Senses of Scriptural 
Interpretation and the Mediaeval Theory of Preaching," 
Speculum, IV (1929), 283. 
put into effect until the Crucifixion of Christ reestab-
lishes peace between man and God and reopens the barred 
gates of heaven. It is significant that the maiden has 
passed through this experience and now dwells in bliss 
with God: 
In hys blod he wesch my wede on dese, 
And coronde clene in vergynte, 
And PY3t me in perle3 maskelle3. (766-768) 
She has been washed in the blood of the Lamb, or the 
sacrifice of Calvary,3l and the poet's source (Apocalypse 
vii.l3-14) once again substantiates this interpretation: 
"And one of the elders spoke and said to me, ''These who 
are clothed in white robes, who are they? and whence have 
they come?' And I said to him, 1 My lord, thou knowest." 
And he said to me, 'These are they who have come out of 
the great tribulation, and have washed their robes and 
made them white in the blood of the Lamb." 
The Parable of the Vineyard which the maiden inter-
prets for the dreamer may allegorically refer to the time 
of Christ's Redemption when He was rejected by the Jews 
and accepted by the Gentiles. Cornelius a Lapide in his 
Commentary 2n Sacred Scripture summarized the allegorical 
interpretations of the parable. In one sense 
3lA Catholic Dictionary, ed. Donald Attwater et al. 
(New York, 1941), P· 533. 
••• the parable signifies that the Gentiles 
who believe in Christ will be preferred to 
the Jews who despise Christ ••• According to 
this sense, the first will be saved, the 
last will be damned. But in another sense, 
~first who will be the last are those 
who were first called but arrive at their 
reward last; while the last who will be 
the first are those who though called last 
become the first in reward. Whence the 
Fathers, doctors, and schoolmen commonly 
explain this parable as if Christ intended 
to say that the first as well as the last, 
i.e., Jews as well as Christians, who serve 
God, will receive the same eternal life; 
nor will it be to the injury of anyone that 
has been called at the end of the world or 
of his own life; yea, rather he will be 
preferred in heavenly glory before others 
who were called long before, if with greater 
labour and zeal he co-operated with the 
greater grace given him by God. That is 
the interpretation of S. Jerome, S. Augus-
tine, s. Chrysostom, s. Thomas, Maldonatus, 
Gregorius de Valentia, Bellarmine (Lib. 
iii. de Justifications, cap. 16), and 
Suarez.32 
The second interpretation closely parallels the maiden's 
explanation of the parable: 
'And pe fyrst pe laste, be he neuer so swyft; 
For mony ben called, pa3 fewe be myke3.' 
pus pore men her part ay pyke3, 
pa1 pay com late and lyttel wore; 
And pa3 her sweng wyth lyttle atslyke3, 
pe merci of God is much pe more. (571-576) 
Here the maiden does not seem to be speaking of the indi v-
32The Great Commentary of Cornelius a Lapide, tr. Thomas 
W. Mossman (Edinburgh, 1905T, II, 371-372. See also Thomas 
Guthrie, The Parables (New York, no date), p. 266. 
idual rewards of heaven;33 rather, her interpretation is 
that the denarius of eternal life can be obtained by all 
men who serve God. 
The insistence of the allegorical level on what man 
is to believe does not mar the artistry of the second 
section of Pearl. The quid credas is not bluntly handled 
by the poet; even minor devices in the poem are carefully 
presented in order to increase our understanding of this 
level of meaning. For example, the plants (41-48) in the 
garden are medicinal, in keeping with the healing function 
of the maiden's exposition of Christian beliefs.34 As for 
the larger unite of the poem this exposition not only 
supernaturally comforts the dreamer but prepares him for 
the final section of the poem, th~.vision. 
The text of Pearl helps to determine the allegorical 
meaning of the vision which the dreamer sees. In her 
paraphrases of the Parable ofthe Pearl of Great Price the 
maiden employs multiple levels of meanings which indicate 
33catholic Family Edition of the Holy Bible (New York, 
1953), p. 38. See also the allegorical interpretation of 
St. Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyon, who interpreted the several 
hirings of the workers in the parable as referring to dif-
ferent times in the world's history. Rene Wellek, "The 
Pearl: An Interpretation of the Middle-English Poem,w--
Studies in English, IV (Charles University, Prague, 1933), 
6. 
34Hamilton, p. 818. 
the Pearl-poet's awareness of the system of interpretation 
which I have defined in the opening chapters of this study. 
The poet's conscious use of these levels of meaning35 is 
not only highly significant for my thesis, but it helps to 
resolve the various levels of meaning within the poem. 
For example, the maiden refers to Christ's words in Matthew 
xviii.l-3 concerning the kingdom of heaven and presents 
this interpretation: 
per is pe blys con not blynne 
pat pe jueler so3te pur3 perr~ pres, 
And solde alle hls goud, bope wolen and lynne, 
To bye hym a perle wat3 mascelle3. 
'This makelle1 perle, pat bo3t is dere, 
pe joueler gef fore alle hys god, 
Is lyke pe reme of heuenesse clere: 
So sayde pe Fader of folde and flode; 
For hit is wemle3, clene, and clere, 
And endele3 rounde, and blypeof mode, 
And commune to alle pat ry3twys were.' (729-739) 
Here the pearl of great price allegorically represents 11 pe 
blys pat con not blynne"; "the reme of heuenesse clere"; 
and "commune to all pat ry3twys were." These references 
indicate that the allegorical interpretation of the vision 
denotes eternal blessedness in heaven for all who are saved. 
Mankind is promised this reward if, as the maiden has 
previously indicated, he meets death with confidence. This 
promise is first made in Apocalypse xxi.5-7 and continued 
35see William H. Schofield, "Symbolism, Allegory and 
Autobiography in The Pearl," PMLA, XXIV (1909), p. 633. 
by the Church. "And he who was sitting on the throne said, 
'Behold, I make all things new!' And he said, 'Write, for 
these words are trustworthy and true.' And he said to me, 
'It is done! 
I am the Alpha and the Omega, 
the beginning and the end. 
To him who thirsts I will give 
of the fountain of the water of life 
freely. 
He who overcomes shall possess these things, 
and I will be his God, and he shall be 
my son.' 
It is fittingly continued by the Church in view of the 
explanation of the Church's beliefs in the second part 
of Pearl. For those of mankind who understand and heed 
this exposition the promise is a logical fulfillment. 
That the word ~erusalem'can allegorically denote the Church 
has been fully demonstrated in the early chapters of this 
study. For example, Cassian interpreted Jerusalem, alle-
gorically, as the Church of Christ; the thirty-ninth 
sermon in the Victoring repository opens as follows: 
"Jerusalem civitas sancta (Apoc. 21) et civitas sancti 
(Isa. 52). Secundum historiam civitas est terrena, 
secundum allegoriam sancta est ecclesia." Saint Bede 
basing his interpretation on the reality of the city of 
Jerusalem stated, "At vero juxta allegoriam Jerusalem 
Ecclesia Christi est toto orbe diffusa.n36 "In 
36see above, pp. 54, 92-93, 65. 
similar fashion Guibert [de Nogent] illustrates how to 
interpret the word •Jerusalem.' Literally it is the city 
of that name; allegorically it represents Holy Church.rr37 
Finally, the same interpretation continues into our own 
times; "Jerusalem stands as the type of the good cause, 
and this is the Church of Christ. n38 
It is not necessary to review here the details of the 
vision which the dreamer actually sees. However, it is 
important to recall that the visionary Paradise which is 
depicted is the heaven of all who attain salvation. The 
144,000 is, as we have seen, a symbolic number representing 
all mankind regardless of sex who have been saved. The 
visionary heaven can, therefore, be as broad as heaven 
itself. 
On the allegorical level the poem also ends not in 
sorrow but in a belief in future triumph. Mankind's 
sorrow and anguish have been dispelled, by a true under-
37caplan, p. 283. 
38catholic Family Edition of the Holy Bible, p. 358. 
See also The Pearl, ed. Charles Osgood (Boston, 1906), p. 
82 who citeS Rupert of Deutz (P.L., 169, 1202) who in-
terpreted the pearls of the heavenly gates as the saints 
adorning the Church. 
standing of the Church's teachings; and mankind, in the 
person of the dreamer, now has a promise of future bles-
sedness "pat last3 aye. • ( 1198). 
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CHAPTER IX 
THE TROPOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION OF PEARL 
Basically the tropological or moral meaning denotes 
what we are to do (quid agas), but it will be recalled that 
several commentators amplified this basic definition. For 
example, to John Cassian "the tropological sense is the 
moral explanation which has to do with improvement of life 
and practical teaching;"1 and for Saint Bonaventure the 
moral sense teaches us how to live. In other words, the 
tropological or moral interpretation is the effect of 
doctrine, which we have just discussed in the allegorical 
meaning of the poem, on the body and soul of man. Before 
attempting a traditional interpretation of Pearl according 
to the tropological level of meaning, it is necessary to 
examine what I believe are previous moral or tropological 
explications of the poem. 
The early critics of Pearl with their strong emphasis 
on the literal meaning of the poem were not unaware of its 
moral or homiletic elements. There was, however, no general 
agreement on the importance of these elements; some early 
interpreters emphasized the homiletic nature of Pearl, while 
lAbove, p. 54. 
others with equal urbanity minimized it. For example, 
Osgood stressed the homiletic element: 
Mingled with these imaginative elements 
are two of more prosaic nature--the 
homiletic and the theological. The 
passage 257-360 is essentially a sermon 
in dialogue on the folly of questioning 
or resisting the ways of God--the theme 
of Patience; and there is an implied 
recommendation of the virtue of moral 
purity in many passages. Furthermore, 
fragments of homiletic nature are 
interpolated at times, such as that 
on the dying of the seed, 31, 32; on 
fortune, 129-132; on the pearl of 
price, 721-744; and the theological 
discussion, 421-720, assumes at times 
the tone of persuasion.2 
On the other hand, Kirtlan believed that the poem 
was not didactic. "Spirituality, a naive philosophy, 
local colour, a vivid symbolism, and a pre-Raphaelite 
revelry in gorgeous colours, combined without effort to 
produce an exquisite effect of poetic dream splendour •••• 
The theology of the poet of the 'Pearl' is free from 
complication, or patristic subtlety, or speculation, and 
is not didactic. It is natural and simple •••• The grace of 
God is magnified and there is no room for the doctrine of 
salvation by works. Like another and later dreamer the 
poet will magnify 'Grace abounding.' It is all of grace 
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2The Pearl, ed. Charles Osgood (Boston, 1906), p. xxxviii. 
and naught of merit, n3 Kirtlan concluded by reviewing the 
other poems of the alliterative revival of the fourteenth 
century which "were in the main, the expression of a great 
national and democratic movement in England consequent 
upon the successful wars of Edward III against France. 114 
Although there appears to be some contradiction in Kirtlan's 
estimate of the homiletic elements in Pearl his sentiments 
were echoed by Gollancz a few years later. As we have 
indicated, he felt that the poem is an elegy "and in its 
treatment transcends the scholastic and theological discus-
sions of the time. 115 
Other early critics of Pearl maintained one of these 
two positions on the homiletic or moral level of meaning 
within the poem. The first scholar to subject the poem 
to what I would call a traditional moral or tropological 
interpretation was Walter Kirkland Greene. He thought 
that the poem should receive an "allegorical" interpreta-
tion. He believed that Pearl is not autobiographical but 
3Pearl, A Poem of Consolation, Rendered into modern 
English Verse~Ernest J. B. Kirtlan (London, 1918), pp. 
7 and 11. 
4Ibid, p. 16. 
5Pearl, ed. Sir Israel Gollancz (London, 1921), 
p. xxvii. 
parabolical. In his article Greene considered all of the 
most important earlier interpretations and indicated where 
each was, to his mind, unsatisfactory. In answering 
Professor Schofield's statement that the poem contains a 
theological digression, he set forth his own explanation 
of the poem: "In the following pages I shall undertake 
2.53 
to show that the poem, although cast in elegiac form, is 
not autobiographical, but parabolical; that the theological 
discussion which it contains is not a digression, but that 
the poem as a whole was designed to illustrate the doctrine 
of Divine Grace."6 
Greene's disagreement with Schofield's interpretation 
was not limited to the theological discussion in the poem. 
He felt that Schofield's exposition of Pearl as a symbol 
of purity was too cold and impersonal because of the large 
number of lines in the poem that are charged with emotional 
significance. Greene also pointed out that Schofield's 
explanation did not take into consideration the important 
introductory and concluding sections of the poem which 
contain the basis for a literal interpretation--namely, 
the poet's personal emotions of grief, mourning and, in 
the last section, joy. 
6walter K. Greene, "The Pearl, A New Interpretation," 
PMLA, XL (192.5), 81_5. 
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In support of his own theory that Pearl is an illustra-
tion of the Doctrine of Divine Grace, Greene cited two of 
the sources which he believed the poet used, Boccaccio's 
Fourteenth Eclogue and Canto XXVIII of the "Purgatorio 11 of 
Dante's Divine Comedy. In both of these sources, as in 
Pearl, there is a maiden who reveals the necessity of grace 
as a means of salvation. He concluded his argument from 
these parallels by saying: "The Pearl-poet probably took 
from Boccaccio the idea of the beatified maiden and the 
theme of grace and joined them with Dante's idea of the 
sinful poet, who needed to forsake the wicked world. If 
this is a reasonable conclusion, then, we find in the 
sources of the poet's material sufficient explanation of 
his employment of the maiden as a literary device for 
imparting spiritual truth. 11 7 
Greene's solution to the difficulties of the poem was 
fairly satisfactory as a moral interpretation. He believed 
that the central interpretation of the poem involved the 
doctrine of divine grace and the Parable of the Workers in 
the Vineyard. To him the aim of the poet was to illustrate 
this moral teaching. However, like other allegorists, he 
did not go far enough; he quoted fromt~raditional literature 
that the poet could have used, and, at the same time, 
?Greene, "The Pearl," p. 820. 
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ignored the traditional interpretations. 
More recently Sister Mary Vincent Hillman has careful-
ly examined the homiletic elements in Pearl. We have 
already noted her several published articles, but now I 
should like to consider her unpublished dissertation which, 
I believe, can in general be related to a moral interpre-
tation. Her interpretation was but one part of her study 
for it also included the text and literal translation of 
Pearl with explanatory notes. She believed that the 
homiletic elements of the poem are most strongly stressed 
in the last stanzas: 
Disturbed at first he [the dreamer] 
quickly realizes the spiritual importance 
of the dream: If the immortal soul, that 
'perle ••• of rych renoun 1 (1182), is 
destined to abide in so beautiful a place, 
like a jewel in a garland (1186), then he 
is resigned to this prison of sorrow, the 
earth (1187). Had he always submitted to 
the Will of God and yearned for no more 
than what was granted to him ••• and, more-
over, had he obeyed the prohibition of 
the vision maiden in regard to crossing 
the stream, he might have learned more of 
the mysteries of God (1189-1194). But 
mankind is covetous (1195-1196), and 
because ( 1 perfore, 1 1197) of covetousness, 
he the jeweler, had been punished by ex-
pulsion from those8regions of everlasting bliss (1197-1198). 
8Sister Mary Vincent Hillman, "Text and Literal Trans-
lation of The Pearl with Explanatory Notes and an Interpre-
tation," unpubl. diss. (Fordham University, 1940), p. xvii. 
To Sister Mary Vincent Hillman the moral meaning of 
the poem lies in its attack on covetousness, one of the 
seven deadly sins. The theme of the poem is "the worth-
lessness of earthly treasure as compared with the 
transcendent beauty and eternal bliss of the justified 
soul in Heaven. n9 
In an essay published last year Dorothy Everett 
emphasized the parallels between Pearl and Lycidas. 11 Ip 
some respects it is nearer to Lycidas than to anything 
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else in English, for--without prejudice to the controver-
sial question of whether or not Pearl is an elegy--it begins, 
like Lycidas, by lamenting a loss; from this the poet is 
led on to consider certain spiritual and moral problems, 
and he finally reaches understanding and acceptance of God's 
will. 1110 However, as Miss Everett pointed out, there are 
a number of differences between these two poems. In the 
close parallels between the Divine Comedy ana Pearl she was 
better able to emphasize the moral instruction in Pearl: 
9 
Though the dialogue form is often used 
in medieval literature to convey 
instruction, the similarity here is 
unusually close; and it is between 
something so fundamental to each poem 
Hillman, p. 101. 
lODorothy Everett, Essays on Middle English Literature, 
ed. Patricia Kean (Oxford, 1925), p. 85. 
that it affords far better grounds for 
thinking that the poet of Pearl knew 
the Divina Cammedia than some of the 
lesser parallels that have been cited. 
If this be the right way of looking 
at the poem, there is little point in 
the old argument as to whether Pearl 
is an elegy or an allegory. Though it 
has, of course, elegiac and allegorical 
elements in it, it is not to be compre-
hended by either term, and it could 
with as much justice be called a homily, 
a debate (disputatio), or a vision of 
the other world,ll 
Miss Everett's comparisons of our poem with the Divine 
Comedy and Lycidas are, I believe, well taken, for in all 
three works the moral meaning is to be discovered in a way 
of life which the poems present. 
I believe that the moral or tropologica1 meaning of 
Pearl is to be discovered in the teachings of the poem, 
especially in the persuastyu exhortations of the maiden, 
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It should be noted that the maiden is teaching the dreamer 
and mankind a way of life. This is a way of life which 
leads from sorrow to joy; a way comparable to Dante's Divine 
Comedy, whose purpose is to remove mankind from a state of 
misery to a state of felicity. This way of life is composed 
of three divisions--the purgative, the illuminative and the 
unitive states. "These states are also designated 'ways' 
because they are the ways of God by which souls are guided 
11Everett, pp. 95 and 96. 
on the road to heaven. nl2 
The purgatiYe way is primarily concerned with the 
rooting out of evils so that the will of man conforms 
to the will of God. "In a word, the distinctive notes 
of this state are war against those temptations which 
entice the soul to sin by the attraction of pleasures 
of the senses ••• and repugnance to acts known to be 
contrary to the will of God. The characteristic virtue 
of this st~te is humility, by which the soul is made 
sensible of its own weakness and its dependence upon the 
succours of the grace of God."13 
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Those of mankind that are in the illuminative way are 
in a state of progress or improvement. "They still take 
pleasure in earthly things,"14 but they can keep themselves 
more easily from serious sin. It is called the illumina-
tive way, "because in it the mind becomes more and more 
enlightened as to spiritual things and the practice of 
virtue. In this grade charity is stronger and more perfect 
than in the state of beginners; the 
pied with progress in the spiritual 
soul is chiefly occu-
15 life," and the chief 
12The Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. Charles Herbermann et 
al. (New York, 1907), XIV, 254. 
l3Ibid., pp. 254-255. 
14Ibid., p. 255. 
15~.' p. 255. 
remedies prescribed in this state are meditations upon the 
life of Christ and the mysteries of His Passion. In the 
consideration of the Passion of Christ man in the illumi-
native way approaches nearest to the unitive way, which 
is a state of life for all persons regardless of their de-
gree of perfection. 
The unitive is the way of those who "have their minds 
so drawn away from all temporal things that they enjoy 
great peace."16 They have their minds fixed on God and 
hence this state is called unitive because "it is by love 
that the soul is united to God."17 Union with God becomes 
the principal end of this state. "Union with God belongs 
substantially to all souls in a state of grace, but it is 
in a special manner the distinguishing characteristic of 
18 those in the unitive way." To some in this state is 
granted the special favor of visions and eestasies. 
This way of life or stages in the advancement of man 
in the life of grace was well-known in the Middle Ages. 
St. Thomas Aquinas explained the reason for the divisions 
when he said: 
l6Catholic Encyclopedia, XIV, 255. 
l7Ibid., p. 255 
18 
Ibid., p. 255. 
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The first duty which is incumbent on man 
is to give up sin and resist concupiscence, 
which are opposed to charity; this belongs 
to beginners, in whose hearts charity is 
to be nursed and cherished lest it be 
corrupted. This second duty of man is to 
apply his energies chiefly to advance in 
virtue; this belongs to those who are 
making progress and who are principally 
concerned that charity may be increased 
and strengthened in them. The third 
endeavour and pursuit of man should be to 
rest in God and enjoy Him; and this belongs 
to the perfect who desire to be dissolved 
and to be with Christ.l9 
In all three of these states, even in the unitive 
way, man is not free from the possibility of desolation, 
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or the feeling of the absence of God's grace. The feeling 
of such estrangement may be followed by the spiritual state 
of consolation in which man enjoys an impression of close 
union with God. "Consolation and desolation may be said 
to be phases of the various states or stages of the 
spiritual life, rather than distinct stages in themselves. 
The character or permanence [sic] does not usually belong 
to them. "20 
It should also be noted that the lines of demarcation 
19st. Thomas Aquinas, II-II, Q. clxxiii, c. 4 as quoted 
in Catholic Encyclopedia, XIV, 254. See P. P. Aug. Poulain, 
Des Graces d 1 0raison, Cinquieme Edition (Paris, 1906), 
pp. 577-579 for a bibliography of medieval works on this 
subject. 
20catholic Encyclopedia, XIV, 256. 
separating the purgative, illuminative, and unitive states 
are not easy to determine. The three states are not so 
distinct that there may not appear in any one of them some 
characteristic of the other two. 
On the moral level, I suggest that Pearl represents 
this way of life. 21 I believe that mankind is being urged 
to pursue the path of the purgative, illuminative and 
unitive ways. 
Two points should now be restated. First, according 
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to the definition of the fourfold method, the various senses 
coalesce in one work. Secondly, the allegorical level has 
shown mankind what he is to believe; the moral sense tells 
him, on the basis of these beliefs, what he is to do. In 
other words, the beliefs of the allegorical meaning lead 
to action; mankind illumined by the truths of the Church 
is now taught how to live. In the moral or tropological 
sense we perceive the effects of the quid credas upon 
mankind. 
First, it should be recalled that allegorically man-
kind in the person of the dreamer has lost his innocence. 
He is in a garden where he does not have the comfort which 
Christ could have given him (54-56). Christ is not present 
21
see St. Bonaventure, p. 124 above, who defined the 
moral sense as depicting "the pattern of human life." 
262 
in the garden; if He were, the garden would be "ruled by 
wisdom and suffused with the warmth of charity. Otherwise 
it is ruled by worldly wisdom or scientia and suffused with 
cupidity."22 Mankind's excessive move of worldly things 
has ruled out the warming love of Christ.23 Within the 
jeweler there is no healing warmth. His bo~ especially 
is tormented; it is in sore distress and without enjoy-
ment: 
pat dot3 bot prych my hert prange, 
My breste in bale bot bolne and bele; (17-18) 
Bifore pat spot my honde I spenned 
For care ful colds pat to me ca3t; 
A deuely dele in my hert denned, 
pa3 resoun sette myseluen sa3t. (49-.52) 
It is true that stanza four contains a description of 
a garden filled with beautiful flowers which could be 
sensually pleasing to the ~eweler. These flowers were 
nourished by his pearl who at the time of his entrance 
into the garden dwelt among the blessed. Perhaps this 
22n. W. Robertson, Jr., "Doctrine of Charity in Medieval 
Literary Gardens: a Topical Approach through Symbolism 
and Allegory," Speculum, XXVI (1951), 32. 
23il'or the same idea see Chaucer's "Parson's Tale," 
860-865: "Certes, be it wyf, be it child, or any worldly 
thyng that he loveth before God, it is his mawmet, and 
he is an ydolastre. 11 11Ydolastre" here seems to be used 
in the sense of "any asp,ect of love of the world as 
opposed to love of God. 1 St. Augustine, PL, XXXVIII, 
887. Cited by Robertson, p. 28. --
garden-description is conventional and decorative, 24 but 
in any case, it cannot comfort the "colde 11 (50) jeweler. 
Thus the moral lesson of the first 60 lines is clear. 
Mankind without Christ is in sore distress or desolation. 
The jeweler then falls asleep and in a dream journeys 
through a beautiful countryside where his bodily senses 
are wondrously comforted; his senses of smell, hearing and 
sight are especially refreshed. For example: 
The adubbemente of po downe3 dere 
Garten my goste al greffe for3ete. 
So frech flauore~ of fryte3 were, 
As fode hit con ~e fayre refete. 
Fowle3 per flowen in fryth in fere, 
Of flaumbande hwe3, bope smale and grete; 
Bot sytole-stryng and gyternere 
Her reken myrpe mo~t not retrete; 
For quen pose brydae3 her wynge3 bete, 
pay songen wyth a swete asent. 
So gracios gle coupe no mon gete 
As here and se her adubbement. (85-96) 
263 
It may seem strange to modern readers that consolation 
could come to the dreamer in such a fashion. However, 
according to medieval sources the state of desolation is 
not permanent and "sensible consolations" which 11have their 
beginning and are felt chiefly in the senses or sensible 
faculties" 25 frequently succeed desolation. Even in this 
24The Pearl, tr. Stanley P. Chase (New York), 1932), 
p. lxil. 
25catholic Encyclopedia, XIV, 255. 
phase man is not deprived of the use of his senses. In a 
commentary on The Cloud of Unknowing, a work usually 
attributed to Walter Hilton and written between 1375-1400, 
it was emphasized that the soul in such a condition 
"remaneth still in the use of her senses, and God doth 
not in any sort discover himself unto her by a species,n26 
i.e. does not reveal Himself directly. The dream, which 
constitutes the main portion of the .poem, continues and 
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the sensually comforted dreamer sees a maiden who allegori-
cally represents the Church. 
Upon seeing her the lonely, joyless man, not knowing 
who she is, questions her: 
1 0 perle,' quod I, 'in perle3 py3t, 
Art pou my perle pat I haf playned 
Regretted by myn one on my3te? 
In her answer she reveals his lack of humility. Not 
conscious of his own defects, he has rationalized that 
fate ( 11wyrde," 573) has robbed him. In reality, as she 
instructs him, he is so caught up with the transitory 
things of the world that he is set on a "mad porpose" 
( 268). 
26 The Cloud of Unknowing and Other Treatises by an 
English mystic of the fourteenth century, with a commentary 
on the Cloud by Father Augustine Baker, O.S.B., 6th ed., 
ed. Abbot Justin McCann (London, 1952), p. 176. 
Again his assertiveness and lack of humility and 
faith27 are revealed in the three presumptive questions. 
In her answer the maiden severely reprimands him; she says 
that in believing only what he sees and what his reason 
tells him he is guilty of "sorquydry3e" or pride (309) 
which does not befit a good man. It would be better if 
such a man humbly sought permission to enter Heaven (316), 
and she concludes her answer by once again applying her 
teaching to everyman: everyone, because of what occurred 
in the Garden of Eden, must make his way through dreary 
death be~ore he can come to see God. 
The above instructions closely .fit the purgative way. 
They are concerned with rooting out evils that exist in 
man's mind so that the will of man can conform to the will 
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of God. The principal emphasis in the teaching is on the 
virtue of humility, and it will be recalled that the devel-
opment of humility is characteristic of this state. Finall~ 
the stern rejoinder that to believe only what one's sit#J.t 
reveals is a point of pride (308-309), can be related to 
one of the distinctive features of the purgative way which 
27see Select Works of s. Ephrem the Syrian, tr. Rev. 
J. S. Morris (Oxford, IS47l, p. 95 where 11 The fool, who 
goeth astray, grazes the faith, as it were an eye, by all 
mannvr of questions. The probing of the finger blindeth 
the eye, and much more doth the prying blind the faith." 
wars against those temptations which entice man to sin by 
the attraction of the pleasures of the senses. 
Man's growth in the life of grace is gradual and not 
without the possibility of desolation. Thus, the dreamer 
once more breaks forth in lamentation and anger28 at his 
loss (stanza 28), but the maiden carefully drives hone the 
lesson: conform to the will of God. 
pe 03te better pyseluen blesse, 
And loue ay God, in wele and wo, 
For anger gayne3 pe not a cresse. 
Who nede3 schal pole, be not so pro. 
For po3 pou daunce as any do, 
Braundysch and bray py brape3 breme, 
When pou no fyrre may, to ne fro, 
pou moste abyde pat he schal deme.29 (341-348) 
py prayer may hys pyte byte, 
pat mercy schal hyr crafte3 kype. 
Hys comforte may py langour lype 
And py lure3 of ly3tly fleme; 
For, marre oper maade, morne and 
Al lys in hym to dy3t and deme. 
mype 
( 3.55-360) 
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28 The dreamer's anger (343) is true both to human psych-
ology and to his condition. "Aristotle (in his Nicomachian 
Ethics, vii, vi ff.) remarked that anger is the passion 
which is closest to reason, and anyone who has been angry 
will remember the sense of ~ongested rationality, as though 
one had all the right reasons inside which goes with that 
condition." Francis Fergusson, Dante's Drama of the Mind 
(Princeton, 1953), p. 70. - -- --
29Everett, p. 90, modernized 345-348 as follows: "For, 
though you skip about like any doe, rush to and fro, and 
bray out your fierce wrath, when you can go no further, 
forwards or backwards, you must put up with what He 
decrees." 
Then follows the first significant change in the 
jeweler. For the first time he humbly casts himself upon 
the mercy of God (365). The dreamer acknowledges that he 
is but dust (382), and that the mercy of Christ as dis-
played in His Crucifixion will be the root of his joy. 
Here he appears to be moving out of the purgative way into 
the illuminative way. It is frequently difficult to set 
up precise lines of demarcation between these two states, 
but it should be noted that he is now aware of his own 
weakness and his dependence upon the mercy of God, and, 
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as is characteristic of the illuminative way, he is eager 
to improve his condition. 
In the dreamer's eagerness to improve he desires to 
know more about spiritual things, and this is also a mark 
of the illuminative way. He beseeches the maiden to tell 
him of the life she leads (390-392). Before she answers, 
she again warns him against arrogance and pride (401) and 
then relates how she is a queen of heaven. His mind does 
not comprehend this teaching; to him only Mary is Queen of 
heaven. She explains that Mary is Empress of heaven but 
all who dwell in heaven are king and queen by courtesy. 
"So the lesson of Section VII [sic) --that though Mary is 
Queen of Heaven, she is also Queen of Courtesy, and none 
who comes there is, or feels himself to be, dispossessed, 
but each is 'king and queen by courtesy 1 --is doubly 
conveyed by clear statement which can be intellectually 
apprehended and by all the associations of the word 
1 courtesy.' rr 30 
The dreamer's progress is slow; he cannot understand 
the system of rewards in heaven. Although his feelings 
have changed, he is not as yet in close union with God. 
Using the Parable of the Vineyard the maiden teaches him 
that the reward of heaven is given to both the innocent 
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and the righteous. For the righteous there is, as she will 
later emphasize, the need of doing good deeds. For the 
dreamer and the rest of mankind who cannot claim innocence, 
the lesson is a call to work for one's salvation; but in 
both instances the grace of God is great enough.3l Lapide 
in his celebrated summary of Patristic and medieval exe-
gesis presented the traditional moral or tropological 
meaning of the parable. "Morally, therefore, we learn that 
we are called to labour in the vineyard, i.e., our own 
souls and the Church of God. The cultivators of this vine-
yard are not held in honour for the time during which they 
have laboured, but for the diligence, the zeal, and the 
30Everett, p. 89. Actually the stanzas referred to are 
in Section VIII. 
31The classification of degrees or stages in Christian 
perfection "includes two elements, namely our own efforts 
and the grace of God assisting us." Catholic Encyclopedia, 
XIV, 254. 
spirit with which they have laboured. n32 
For the state of the dreamer the lesson of humility 
which the parable teaches is most appropriate. According 
to the system of rewards in lines 509-571 the first shall 
be last, and the last first. The dreamer finds this lesson 
difficult to accept. His mind is not yet filled with the 
love of God, and on the basis of God's justice he protests 
that such a system of rewards would lead to the reductio 
ad absurdum of a man receiving a larger reward for doing 
less work (597-600) · 
The teaching of the Church as presented by Lapide and 
the maiden provides an answer to this objection. '7ou will 
say then, that to the greater labourer the less reward is 
given. I answer: True, but not to the greater merit; for 
to this a greater reward is always due and is always given. 
Moreover, it is not the greater labourer that makes the 
merit greater, but grace, and co-operation with grace.n33 
In Pearl the objection is also refuted by a skillful pre-
sentation of the Church's teaching in the following 
sections. In Section XI the emphasis is on the sufficiency 
32The Great Commentary of Cornelius a Lapide, tr. Thomas 
w. Mossm~n (Edinburgh, 19081, p. 373. See also Thomas 
Guthrie, The Parables (New York, no date), p. 274. 
33The Great Commentary, p. 371 
of God's grace. The teaching of Section XII is concerned 
with the two means of salvation--innocence and good works. 
However, both Sections insist on man's reception of the 
sacraments in order to be united with God. For this pur-
pose the two sacraments emphasized here--Baptism (stanza 
53) and Penance (stanza 56)--are excellent. The first 
cleanses mankind from original sin, the sin of Adam--just 
as the Redemption of man, the first "baptem" (653) washed 
away the guilt of Adam: 
Innoghe per wax out of pat welle, 
Blod and water of brode wounde. 
pe blod vus bo3t fro bale of helle 
And delyuered vus of pe deth secounde; 
pe water is baptem, pe sope to telle, 
pat fol3ed pe glayue so grymly grounde, 
pat wasche3 away pe gylte3 felle 
pat Adam wyth inne deth vus drounde. (649-656) 
The second wipes away the sins committed after Baptism; 
for mankind "pat synne3 penna new" (662) the sacrament of 
Penance is requllred. "A sinful man may 'shine' through 
shrift, we read in the companion-piece Cleanness; through 
penance he may 'become a pearl, t an undefiled soul. n34 
Both sacraments restore mankind to the grace of God which 
is "gret inoghe" (612, 624, 636, 648, 660), and both are 
a necessary part of man's progress,:as medieval commentat-
ors have indicated, in his way of life. "Bede adopts the 
3~arie P. Hamilton, "The Meaning of the Middle English 
Pearl," PMLA, LXX (1955), p. 822. 
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principle enunciated by St. Gregory, that 'no one is 
suddenly made 'perfect.' Gradual progress characterizes 
the adult's approach to the faith, the growth in faith and 
appreciation of the Gospel and of doctrinal mysteries ••• In 
this aspiring ascent Bede sees the intercession of Christ 
and the reception of the sacraments as winning the 
necessary lofty gifts of the Holy Spirit for us, so that 
the goal of the perfection of peace may be reached.n35 
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Stanzas 60 through 62 once again illustrate the expert 
artistry of the teaching in Pearl. In an attempt to draw 
the dreamer closer to God (a mark of the illuminative way) 
the maiden turns his mind to a contemplation of heaven. 
First, she instructs him that mankind must become as a lit~ 
tle child before he can enter heaven (721-724). In the 
next stanza, paraphrasing the Parable of the Pearl of Great 
Price, she modifies it to suit the poem's moral purpose. 
According to her interpretation the pearlof great price 
(and the pearl on her breast) means the kingdom of heaven 
(733-735). Then, after emphasizing the beautiful details 
of her subject (737-739), the maiden bids him abandon the 
things of this world and purchase the pearl of heaven which 
35 Note in stanza 54 that the Redemption is a healing 
remedy for mankind brought about by the "intercession of 
Christ." Sister M. Thomas Aquinas Carroll, The Venerable 
Bede: His Spiritual Teachings {Washington, D.C.; 1946), 
pp. 234-235. 
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will bring about "peace with God"36 
I rede pe forsake pe worlde wode 
And porchace py perle maskelles. (743-744) 
This is excellent persuasion.37 The free will of man-
kind in the person of the dreamer is urged to perform an 
action which has been demonstrated as good. There are 
three parts to the maiden's emotional appeal: first, there 
are the arguments or reasons from Scripture; secondly, 
there is the appeal of her beautiful and joyful character 
(including the appeal of the jewel which is made to the 
dreamer's senses); and thirdly, there is the motivating 
force of the good action which she urges him to perform. 
All of this is combined with the pictorial effect of the 
. 
scene and the way of life which the poem presents on the 
tropological level. It is because of such artistry that 
the Pearl-poet can be favorably compared with Dante. Like 
Dante, "he is not didactic in the manner of others who set 
out to preach and to teach. His didactic purpose coincides 
with his purpose as an artist. rr38 
36 8 Guthrie, p. 1 1. 
37"In Pearl, as in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the 
whole method of composition, including the planning of the 
poem, is determined by the precepts of the rhetoricians." 
Everett, p. 93. See also pp. 73-74· 
38Fergusson, p. 57. 
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The teachings have the desired effect upon the dreamer. 
He bursts forth in praise of God (748-754) and longs to know 
more about Him (771-772). He is not ready for the chief 
remedies of the illuminative way--meditations upon the life 
of Christ and the mysteries of His Passion. In lines 794-
800 the life of Christ as foretold by Isaiah is offered for 
his meditation; in lines 817-825, again according to Isaiah, 
His Baptism is recalled. However, the most important medi-
tation is upon the mysteries of His Passion. In language 
like "that of many ecstatic mediaeval meditations upon the 
Passion11 39 the scourging and crucifixion are vividly pre-
sented: 
In Jerusalem wat3 my lemman slayn 
And rent on rode wyth boyeJ bolde. 
Al cure bale3 to bare ful bayn 
He toke on hymself cure care3 colde. 
With boffeteJ watJ hys face flayn 
pat wat3 so fayr on to byholde. 
For synne he set himself in vayn 
pat neuer hade non hymself to wolde. 
For vus he lette him fly3e and folde 
And breda vpon a bostwys bem; 
As mere as lomp pat no playnt tolde 
For vus he swalt in Jerusalem. (805-816) 
And the meditation is reinforced by the refrain that runs 
through Section XIV--the meek Lamb suffered for mankind in 
Jerusalem, and by his suffering the sins "that all mankind 
39 6 Osgood, p. 8 • 
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has been active in committing 1140 are removed. 
In the consideration of the Passion of Christ man in 
the illuminative way, as we have previously noted, approach-
es nearest to the unitive way. This is exactly the condi-
tion of the dreamer as a result of the remedies prescribed 
by the maiden. In a mood of true humility ("I am bot 
mokke and mul," 905) and filled with the hope which mankind 
receives because of Christ's Redemption (860), he begs to 
be taught about heaven (936). Characteristic of the 
unitive way his mind is now drawn away from all temporal 
things (there is no mention of his loss in the last stanzas 
of the dialogue), and in his love for God he desires to be 
uni.ted with Him. The spiritual struggle41 is over; his 
doubts have been resolved, and he has received the conso-
lation of the artistic paraphrase of St. John's Apocalypse 
(stanzas 73-75). The paraphrase serves to comfort him as 
it comforts all the faithful by encouraging them "to 
patience and perseverance in their tribulation by fixing 
their attention on the eternal glories, compared to which 
the sufferings of this world were hardly worth a mention. 
40Pearl, ed. E. V. Gordon (Oxford, 1953), p. 74. 
41see Everett, p. 95, who maintained that the poem 
presents "a struggle to accept the teachings of the Church 
by one who wishes to do so, but is beset by doubts." 
The only book of prophecy in the New Testament is accord-
ingly the book of consolation for the Church.K42 As a 
special favor, as it sometimes happens in the unitive way, 
man will be granted a vision of heaven. 
Morally or tropologically the third division of Pearl 
means the Church's promise of eternal peace to all man-
kind43 who follow the way of life depicted in the moral 
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level of the poem. In order to understand this interpreta-
tion it should first be noted that in stanza 80 multiple 
levels of meaning are consciously employed: 
1 0f motes two to carpe clene, 
And Jerusalem hy3t bope nawpeles--
pat nys to yow no more to mene 
Bot "cet!S' of God," oper 11 sy3t of pes": 
In pat on oure pes wat3 mad at ene; 
Wyth payne to suffer pe Lombe hit chase; 
In pat oper is no3t bot pes to glene 
pat ay schal laste wythouten reles. 
pat is pe bor3 pat we to pres 
Fro pat oure flesch be layd to rote, 
per glory and blysse schal euer encres 
Tope meyny pat is wythouten mote.' (949-960) 
The interpretation of Jerusalem as the "city of God or the 
vision of peace" (952) not only helps to resolve the moral 
meaning of the third division of Pearl, but it is, as I 
have previously noted, significant for my study because it 
42The New Testament, tr. fran the Latin Vulgate bl Dr. 
Challoner and Dr. H.J. Ganas (Turnhout, Belgium; 1924), 
p. 610. 
43It should be recalled that the 144,000 inhabitants of 
the heavenly city symbolically represent all men who are 
saved. 
indicates the poet's knowledge and use of multiple levels 
of meaning. 
The "city of God" suggests St. Augustine's work of 
the same name, in which he treated of the origin, progress 
and destiny of the two cities of earth and heaven, Babylon 
and Jerusalem. Writing about the end or purpose of 
mankind, St. Augustine referred to peace as 'bur final 
good. 1144 But peace is to be realized in the heavenly city 
of Jerusalem "for the mystical name hereof, Jerusalem 
signifies 'a vision of peace. 11145 
I believe that we can now list St. Augustine's work 
as the source which the Pearl-poet used for line 952, and 
we can perceive that "The direction of man's journey is 
thus dependent on the kind of love which moves his will, 
Cupidity, which is the source of all of man's sine and 
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hence of his discontents, makes a Babylon of the individual 
mind, a Babylon of society, and leads to an ultimate Baby-
lon in eternal damnation, Charity brings the peace of 
Jerusalem to the mind, to society, and to the Celestial 
City where its radiance is all-pervasive. With these two 
loves go two fears. Cupidity is accompanied by the fear 
44saint Augustine, The City of God, tr. John Healey 
(Edinburgh, 1809), II,~. 
45Ibid., p. 224. 
of earthly misfortune, and charity is accompanied by the 
fear of God which leads to wisdom. u46 
The comments of medieval exegetes on "Jerusalem, 11 as 
well as the text of the poem, further substantiate the 
moral interpretation. "Tropologically, it [Jerusalem] 
signifies the faithful soul of whosoever aspires to the 
vision of eternal peace. n47 "Therefore the main end of 
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this city's aim is, either to be called, Eternity in peace, 
or Peace in eternity. n48 "In the aspiring ascent Bede sees 
the intercession of Christ, and the reception of the 
sacraments as winning the necessary lofty gifts of the 
Holy Spirit so that the goal of the perfection of peace 
may be reached.n49 
In the maiden's interpretation of Jerusalem a dis-
tinction is made between the peace restored by the Redemp-
tion and the eternal peace of heaven (953-956). The 
vision itself is a scene of joy and peace, as the dreamer, 
46Robertson, p. 28. 
47Harry Caplan, "The Four Senses of Scriptural Interpre-
tation and the Mediaeval Theory of Preaching," Speculum, 
IV (1929), 283. 
48st. Augustine, The City of God, II, 224. 
49see above, p. 271. 
now at peace with God, finds it difficult to determine 
which of the heavenly host is of "gladdest chere" ( 1109). 
Union with God is the principal end of the unitive 
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way; it is the way of those "who have their minds so drawn 
away from all temporal things that they enjoy great peace."50 
The dreamer is united to God; indeed it is his desire to 
cross the stream and enter heaven that causes the vision 
to end (1169-1170). 
Although the vision is a gift of God, it is a natural 
climax of man's way of life, for here he sees the results 
of a life lived according to the purgative, illuminative 
and unitive states. He learns that the "twelve fryte3" 
(1078) of the tree of life have conquered the evil tree 
of the 111 Vetus Adam,' or man unredeemed 115l and have, as 
the poet's source indicates, healed the nations of mankind 
(Apocalypse, xxii.2). Finally, he receives the consolation 
of the unitive way which "consists in a special tranquility 
and peace of soul and is the result of the firm determina-
tion of the will to live for God with entire confidence in 
His grace."52 
50cathomic Encyclopedia, XIV, 255. 
51Robertson, p. 27. 
52catholic Encyclopedia, XIV, 256. 
Lorde, mad hit arn pat agayn pe stryuen, 
Oper proferen pe O)t agayn py paye. (1199-1200) 
The last stanza of Pearl, on the moral level, opens 
with the dreamer having absorbed the lessons of the purga-
tive, illuminative and unitive ways now declaring it is 
easy53 for a good Christian to please God and be at peace 
with Him (1201-1202). It concludes with a reference to 
the sacrament of the Holy Eucharist, the consummation of 
mankind's spiritual life, and "the chief means of 
persevering and perfecting in our souls the spiritual 
life, and of supporting them in all its ways.54 
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53The actions of those in the unitive way are performed 
11wi th a force of will which makes their accomplishment easy 
and even delightful. 11 Catholic Encyclopedia, XIV, 257. 
54 Ibid., p. 257. See Miss Hamilton's rendering of the 
last stanza. 
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CHAPTER X 
THE ANAGOGICAL INTERPRETATION OF PEARL 
Fundamentally the anagogical sense is concerned with 
heavenly things. Clement of Alexandria believed that this 
level of meaning referred to the knowledge of things, 
"divine and heavenly"; 1 anagogically, medieval sermons were 
preached to stir the minds of the listeners to the contem-
plation of heavenly things; 2 and the medieval couplet which 
summarized the fourfold method defined this sense as "quo 
tendas anagogia." Before attempting an anagogical inter-
pretation of Pearl it is necessary to examine previous 
explications of the poem which can be related to this level 
of meaning. 
In 1925 Sister Madeleva devoted a book to an "allegor-
ical 11 inter pre ta tion of Pearl. 3 In a review of her work 
Professor Patch suggested that her interpretation could be 
considered the anagogical sense in the fourfold 
1see b 18 a ove, p. • 
2
see above, p. 94. 
3Sister M. Madeleva, Pearl: ! Study in Spiritual Dryness 
(New York, 1925). 
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system.4 
The first three chapters of Sister Madeleva's long 
study were concerned with a review or previous interpreta-
tiona of Pearl, an exposition of spiritual dryness, and 
the spiritual backgrounds and setting of Pearl. It was in 
the third chapter that she made an especially significant 
contribution to the understanding of the age in which Pearl 
w~s written. She presented a wealth of medieval thought 
and a knowledge of Patristic sources which drew high praise 
from scholars in these fields.5 The presentation of this 
background material is one of the chief merits of her 
interpretation. 
In her emphasis on the importance of the introductory 
and concluding stanzas of Pearl she also made another 
significant point. She was the first of the allegorists 
to note the importance of these stanzas in determining the 
total meaning of the poem. 
In her interpretation of Pearl she went far beyond 
any of the other allegorists for she believed that the 
4H. R. Patch, Speculum, III (1928), 411-413. For other 
reviews of her work see J. M. Campbell, "Patristic Studies 
and the Literature of Mediaeval England, 11 Speculum, VIII 
(1933), 472; Robert J. Manner, MLN, XLI (1926), 411-414; 
Dorothy Everett, The Year's Work in English Studies VI 
(1925), 94; The Catholic Historical Review, VI (192b), 154; 
The London Times Literary Supplement (Jan. 21, 1926), 46. 
5see, for example, Campbell, p. 473. 
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poem is not even elegiac in form but is primarily autobio-
graphical. To her the dreamer is the poet, an ecclesiastic, 
and the poem relates "the experience of one young in 
6 
religion," who after losing his pearl of spiritual joy, 
becomes discouraged and desires its return. The poem 
"ends with the poet's complete resignation to the will of 
God, which is both the ideal cure for his malady and the 
ideal conclusion of the poem. 117 In order to justify this 
spiritual interpretation, that the poet went through an 
experience common to mystics and saints, Sister Madeleva 
cited many parallels in such religious books of the four-
teenth century as the Eighteen Spiritual Steps of Angela 
of Foligno; ~e Book of the Lover and the Beloved, by 
Ramon Lull; the Little Book of Eternal Wisdom, by Henry 
Suso; the Fire Qt Love, attributed to Richard Rolle; the 
Revelations of Divine Love, by Juliana of Norwich, and the 
.. Imitation of Christ, by Thomas a Kempis. 
Sister Madeleva 1 s contention that Pearl is the 
spiritual autobiography of an ecclesiastical poet has 
recently been challenged. In fact, the consensus of 
opinion among modern critics is that the poet need not be 
6sister Madeleva, p. 90. 
7 Ibid., p. 90. 
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identified with the dreamer. One suggestion is that in 
both the Divine Comedy and Pearl "the poet has, as it were, 
split himself into two, so that he can present at once his 
ignorance and uncertainty and his knowledge and confi-
dence. 118 Another suggestion (and I subscribe to this 
point of view) is that the dreamer and the poet are to be 
as sharply distinguished as the Pilgrim and Dante are in 
the Divine Comedy. 11 'l'he pilgrim is to be sharply dis-
tinguished from Dante the author, for the author knows the 
scope and significance of his fiction in advance, while 
the Pilgrim meets everything for the first time, and so 
understands only step by step, and in various ways. ,9 
Three years ago a French critic examined Pearl and 
could find no convincing evidence which would allow him to 
accept the autobiographical conception of the poem. To 
him Pearl is 11 1 1 expression d'un attachement 'h un ide'al 
moral et religieux: l'Innocence, et ~ une personne: le 
Christ. 1110 As we have previously demonstrated there is no 
8Dorothy Everett, Essa~s on Middle English Literature, ed, 
Patricia Kean (Oxford, 195 ), P="95. See also D.W. Robertson, Jr., 
"The Pearl as a Symbol," (sicJ MLN, LXV (1950 ), 160. "The meaning 
of this situation ~t the beginning of the poeml is clear if 
we consider the dreamer to be not the poet but any typical 
adult," 
9Francis Fergusson, "Purgatory, Canto XVIII: The Fruit 
of Philosophy," The Kenyon Review, XIV (1952), 243. 
lOL LeGrelle, 11 La Perle~ Essai d' Interpretation Nouvelle," 
Etude; Anglaises, VI (19531, 316. 
external or internal evidence which would require us to 
identify the dreamer and the poet. We do not know, and 
perhaps we never shall know, whether the poet's own 
experience or his imagination served as a basis for the 
writing of the poem. This is a point which I should like 
to emphasize, for I plan to utilize some aspects of Sister 
Madeleva's study in the anagogical interpretation of the 
poem. 
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In keeping with her view that the poem is the spiritual 
autobiography of a religious, Sister Madeleva felt that it 
was necessary to dispose entirely of the elegiac or literal 
elements in Pearl; she is the only interpreter who will 
not admit that the poem is at least elegiacal in form. 
For example, she offered one of her strongest arguments 
against the elegiac interpretation when she examined the 
concluding stanzas: "There is not the remotest reference 
to death or bereavement here; and in the concluding lines, 
where naturally the poet would address his daughter if he 
had one, he identifies humanity, his friends, or religious 
brethren with precious pearls ••• But here, with the techni-
cal instinct of a Poe, he goes straight back to the opening 
stanza of the poem, to remind the reader of all the cir-
cumstances of his rebellious complaint, and then says: 
To God I have committed my Pearl; and through His grace 
we shall all be His servants, yea, His preoioua pearls--
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amen!"ll Her lack of sympathy with the literal level of 
meaning renders her thesis less acceptable to some scholars 
and destroys a basis upon which to build the allegorical, 
tropological and anagogical meanings of the poem, Comment-
ing on her attitude, Patch stated that "such a view is not 
in accord with the best traditions of medieval allegory 
itself, where the layers of meaning in a story are commonly 
described as at least three or four in number, and critics 
will probably find their greatest difficulty in accepting 
this part of her argument. In other words, it is possible 
to keep the literal story and yet to have other interpre-
tations besides. "12 Personally, I believe that Sister 
Madeleva's position is due to her extreme reaction to the 
early sentimental, literal interpretations of Pearl. 
The discussion of "allegory" in Pearl constituted the 
major portion of Sister Madeleva 1 s book. In this part of 
her thesis she also maintained that the maiden is not the 
poet 1 s daughter, but she 11 is the personification of his own 
soul in the state of such potential perfection and happiness 
as is congruous to it at this time of his life.uib3 Of the 
11Sister Madeleva, pp, 121-122. 
12Patch, p. 412. 
13sister Madeleva, p. 132. 
various reasons14 advanced by Sister Madeleva for this 
interpretation, the one which has attracted the most com-
ment is the religious status of the poet. She argued that 
his soul in its potential state was included in the heaven 
of the virgins, and "there is only one class of persons on 
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earth who can anticipate such an eternity; they are 
religious."15 Objections were immediately raised to her 
view. Miss Hart, 16 as we noted, demonstrated that children 
could be numbered among the 144,000 inhabitants of heaven. 
Her evidence was found in Chaucer's "Prioress's Tale" and 
in the liturgical use of the Apocalypse in the Middle Ages. 
However, Miss Hart had "no quarrel with Sister Madeleva's 
main thesis."17 
Sister Madeleva 1 s interpretation, which reached its 
climax in the poet's participation in the Beatific Vision, 
is a significant study of the poem's anagogical meaning. 
When her book was first published it caused vigorous dis-
cussion among Pearl critics. Some scholars, like Miss Hart 
14sister Madeleva, pp. 191-192. 
l5Ibid., p. 152. 
16Elizabeth Hart, "The Heaven of Virgins," MLN, XLII 
( 1927)' 113-116. 
17 ' 6 DU.\i., p. 11 • 
and Miss Hamilton, accepted her interpretation almost 1n 
toto. Others, like Proressor Wellek, quickly rejected it. 
However, it round great acceptance with Proressor Stanley 
Chase. 
Arter reviewing her interpretation Proressor Chase 
stated that "the true meaning or the poem, I think, lies 
along the lines or Sister Madeleva's interpretation •••• 
Further, I rind it more satisractory to take the Pearl-
maiden as the poet's own soul in the state or its desired 
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perrection than as an embodiment or purity in the abstract. 
The intimately personal tone or the poem is thus better 
accounted ror, as well as the dreamer's reluctance to 
acknowledge the Pearl's right to queenly rank--an expression 
or his own sincere modesty in spiritual matters. In his 
discouraged state, he has to be convinced or the true 
preciousness or his soul. nl8 
Proressor Chase also objected to Sister Madeleva's 
interpretation or the 11heaven or virgins." In his 
consideration or the objection he rererred to the rourrold 
system which he said "makes it probable that The Pearl had 
a number or signiricances, all equally valid.nl9 Such a 
18The Pearl, rendered in modern verse by Stanley P. Chase 
(New York, 1932), pp. 1-li. 
191£!£., p. lvi. 
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system of multiple meanings 11 is an important and too often 
ignored aspect of most mediaeval productions of an allegor-
ical case. 1120 
Seven years after the publication of Sister Madeleva 1 s 
book there appeared a new study of Pearl by Professor Wellek. 
After a review of the previous scholarship on the poem 
Professor Wellek presented his own interpretation of the 
poem. He maintained that the pearl represents several 
things in the poem, and, therefore, the symbolism is not 
simple, 
20 
••• but it is complex or rather double. 
First the Pearl is the gi~l before she 
is lost ••• When she is found again in 
heaven, the Pearl is a symbol of the 
immaculate, pure blessed person in the 
hands of God. The poet and all men are 
aspiring to become such a one. Parallel 
with this symbolism which identifies 
Pearl with a person, runs the second 
symbolism, that of the Pearl which the 
girl is we~ring on her breast and which 
the poet is counselled to purchase for 
himself. This is obviously the realm 
of heaven or the grace of God. The 
symbolism of the Pearl--while not 
exactly Protean--is shifting subtly, 
from the conventional and mere earthly 
meaning of preciousness to the heavenly21 symbol of grace and the realm of grace, 
Chase, p. lvii. 
2lnene Wellek, "The Pearl, An Interpretation of the 
Middle-English Poem~Studies !£English IV (Prague, 1932), 
27. 
The remaining parts of Professor Wellek 1 s study were 
devoted to an amplification of his view of the symbolism 
in Pearl, a refutation of Professor Brown's charge that 
the Pearl-poet was unorthodox, and consideration of the 
debate, which was then pervading all literature on Pearl, 
between the elegiac and allegorical viewpoints. He 
insisted that, although the poet is mourning a beloved 
object, the poem is definitely not an elegy, nor is its 
purpose elegiacal. "There cannot be any doubt that the 
poem is not an elegy in any sense of the word. The mourn-
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ing of a beloved object which might conceivably be termed 
elegiac is merely the starting point of the poem, which 
obviously is mainly a vision, bringing consolation to the 
mourner. n22 Further, to hold to the "purely elegiac 
interpretation makes the poem an unartistic conglomerate, 
as it degrades the very centre, the debate between the poet 
and the visionary girl, to a mere digression detrimental to 
its artistic unity. 1123 
Although Professor Wellek's debt to his predecessors 
in Pearl criticism was large, especially to Schofield, 
Fletcher and Greene, his interpretation was significant 
because it emphasized two levels of meaning--t~e literal 
22 Wellek, p. 17. 
23 Ibid., p. 19. 
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and the "allegorical" or the traditional anagogical senses. 
More recently D. W, Robertson presented an interpre-
tation of Pearl in which he also refuted the notion that 
only a virgin could be a Bride of Christ. In his note 
Robertson first discussed the value of the earlier 
interpretations of Sister Mary Vincent Hillman and J. B. 
Fletcher. Then citing the glosses of St. Augustine on the 
Apocalypse and noting that the pearl throughout the poem 
is described as without spot or blemish, he reasoned that 
"the Pearl may be thought of as the archtype of innocence. 
That is, she represents the most clearly definable extreme 
of a condition which it is necessary for all Christians 
(in the Medieval sense) to attain before salvation is pos-
sible. n24 To Robertson the purpose of the vision in the 
poem is to impress upon its readers "the necessity for 
regaining and maintaining a life of innocence. 112.5 Finally, 
by the use of the fourfold method, he briefly suggested 
that the meaning of the pearl might arise from the actual 
gem to the soul which has received its reward. This 
suggestion is his only use of the fourfold method and, 
although it represented a step in the right direction, 
obviously it was not an interpretation of the entire poem; 
24Robertson, p. 1.58. 
2
.5Ibid. , p. 160. 
rather it was an interpretation, as his title suggested, 
of the pearl as a symbol. 
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In presenting the anagogical meaning of Pearl I plan 
to extend Professor Patch's suggestion and utilize not only 
some features of Sister Madeleva's interpretation but also 
a few other results of the literature of this level, adding 
new points of view and illustrations of my own. 
In the first section of the poem the loss, on the 
allegoric~l level, involves man's innocence which morally 
has the effect of desolation in his Waf of life. On the 
anagogical level, which refers to heavenly things, it means 
that man has lost the joys of the kingdom of heaven. Three 
sources substantiate this interpretation. 
First the poem consciously interprets a pearl as the 
kingdom of heaven. 
per is pe blys pat con not blynne 
pat pe jueler so3te pur3 perre pres, 
And solde alle hys goud, bope wolen and lynne, 
To bye hym a perle wat3 mascelle3. 
'This makelle3 perle, pat bo3t is dere, 
pe joueler gef fore alle hys god, 
Is lyke pe reme of heuenesse clere: 
So sayde pe Fader of folde and flode; 
For hit is wemle3, elena, and clere, 
And endele3 rounde, and blype of mode, 
And commune to alle pat ry3twys were. (729-739) 
I do not think that here 11 the poet 1 s interpretation of the 
pearl of great price (Matt. 13.45,46) is somewhat 
confused. "26 The poet, as we have dan onstrated, has 
an excellent knowledge of Scripture. He presents this 
interpretation of Matthew's verses, where "the kingdom 
of heaven is like a n:erchant in search of fine pearls," 
because it is a traditional interpretation of the parable 
that is consistent with his artistic purpose. 27 Such an 
interpretation of the jeweler's loss is in keeping with 
the anagogical interpretation of the rest of Pearl. After 
the description of the 11endele3 rounde 11 heaven (the pearl 
lost in the first part of the poem is also 11 rounde, 11 5), 
the maiden shows him in vision the highest of all heavenly 
things--the sight of God in the Beatific Vision. In view 
of this climax it would have been in~rtistic (as well as 
untraditional) for the poet to have restated the original 
verses of Matthew's parable. 
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In this interpretation the poet once again demonstrates 
his appreciation of the artistic value of Biblical cita-
tions. He not only uses them 11for the purpose of making 
abstract truth appeal more deeply through sense 
26The Pearl, ed. Char~es G. Osgood, Jr. (Boston, 1906), 
p. 82:-
27Although the poet is closely dependent on the Bible 
11he always follows his own line of thought." Everett, p. 
92. 
impressions,"28 but his additions to the paraphrases of 
Scripture, so common in Old and Middle English periods, 
are frequently of an artistic nature. 
Secondly, medieval commentaries on the pearl substan-
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tiate the anagogical interpretation. For Gregory the Great 
pearl denoted the sweetness of the heavenly kingdom, 29 and 
his interpretation was quoted by Rabanus Maurus. To Bede 
the pearl was the celestial life,3° and to Petrus Chrysolo-
gus it was the eternal life.31 
Thirdly, the consensus of opinion among modern critics 
further evidences this interpretation of the first part of 
Pearl. "The poet 1 s pearl is his hope of heaven ••• He looses 
(sic] the sensible sweetness of this hope. He does not 
know where it has gone. It has slipped from him ••• and 
disappeared. rr32 The dreamer, representing mankind, has 
28 Mary W. Smyth, Biblical Quotations in Middle English 
Literature Before ~ork, 1911),-p. lxvi. 
29Homilia in Evangelia 11, 2 cited by Osgood, pp. 82-83. 
30P.L. XCII, 69 cited by Robertson, p. 159. 
3lp,L, CLXXXIV, 1069 cited by Osgood, p. 82. 
32sister Madeleva, pp. 192-193. 
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lost "eternal life in the Celestial City.n33 More recently 
Miss Everett alluded to the same section of Pearl which we 
cited above and indicated that the "implication would seem 
to be that the precious pearl (the 'spotless pearl' in the 
words of the poem) mean innocence. But, at the same time, 
it means the kingdom of heaven, the reward of innocence, 
for 11. 729 ff. state explicitly that the pearl which the 
merchant sought is 'the joy that cannot cease' which is 
found in the kingdom of heaven, and in the next stanza 
(lxii) the maiden shows in what respects the pearl resembles 
the kingdom. n34 
Overcome with sorrow at his loss, the jeweler falls 
asleep and begins to dream. He finds himself transported 
to a land of great beauty--an earthly paradise. His sorrow 
is forgotten as he views the crystal cliffs, the brightly 
plumaged birds, and the radiant woods (stanzas 7 and 8). 
However, the beauty of the heavenly paradise is even greater 
and he yearns to behold it: 
Forpy I po3t pat Paradyse 
Wat3 per ouer gayn po bonke3 brade. 
I hoped pe water were a deuyse 
Betwene myrpe3 by mere3 made; 
33Robertson, p. 160 
34 Everett, p. 92. 
Meaning of the Middle 
See also Marie P. Hamilton, "The 
English Pearl, 11 PMLA, LXX (1955), 806. 
By3onde pe broke, by slente oper slade, 
I lioped pat mote marked wore. 
Bot pe water wat3 depe, I dorst not wame, 
And euer me longed ay more and more. 
More and more, and Jet wel mare, 
Me lyste to se pe broke by3onde; 
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For it hit wat3 fayr per I con fare, 
Wel loueloker wat3 pe fyrre londe. (137-1.48) 
The river is unfordable, and as he longs to cross it, he 
sees a maiden seated on the other side below a crystal 
cliff. 
As the amazed dreamer describes her, he provides a 
clue for the anagogical meaning of the maiden: 
Blysnande whyt wat3 hyr bleaunt (163) 
Her face was "whyt as :playn yuore" (178); 11 Al blysnande 
whyt wat3 hir beau biys" (197); her complexion was "more 
bla3t pen whalle 3 bon" ( 212); and the only ornaments on her 
clothing were white pearls (219). The emphasis on "white-
ness" in the description of the innocent maid is clearly 
intentional. It suggests that anagogically the maiden 
represents the human soul, for as Andrew of St. Victor 
explained, "The soul as God creates her is innocent and 
clean. She is like a spotless white garment."35 The 
description of the beautiful maiden by the amazed and 
wide-eyed dreamer (183) is consistent with the traditional 
35Cited by Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible!£~ 
Middle Ages (Oxford, 1952), p:-J48. 
concept of the human soul. "Theologians hold that the 
beauty of a human soul is so great as almost to overpower 
one who should behold it in this life. And if a virtuous 
person could contemplate his own soul, he would be equally 
amazed. 11 36 Also traditional, as Andrew of St. Victor 
indicated, was the concept of the soul as feminine whose 
form in medieval art most usually "was that of a little 
Child. 11 37 
The maiden-soul greets the dreamer, and he responds 
by questioning her. Sister Madeleva supplied the anagogi-
cal interpretation of these opening remarks of the 
dialogue. "This is the beginning of the poet's supernatu-
ral intercourse with his own soul ••• It is the personifica-
tion of his own soul in the state of such potential 
perfection and happiness as is congruous to it at this 
time of his life.n38 
36Sister Madeleva, p. 131. 
37Louisa Twining, Symbols and Emblems of Early ~ 
Mediaeval Christian Art (LondO:n; 1BS2l, p. 141. See ibid., 
pp. 142-148. See also-the illustration of the child on--
the manuscript of Pearl. 
38Sister Madeleva, p. 132. 
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Modern critics39 are almost unanimous in their 
interpretation or the maiden as the human soul, and the 
maiden rurther substantiates this view when she rebukes 
the dreamer ror thinking that his pearl or great price is 
lost (258). 
Then rollows the threerold presumption or the dreamer. 
The answers or the maiden-soul correct his misconceptions. 
He has placed too great a dependence upon his senses 
instead or relying upon the word or God Who has loyally 
promised to raise his soul, although his body is committed 
to die (305-306). Secondly, he should humbly pray ror the 
reward or heaven (316), and, thirdly, only a gloriried 
soul arter dreary death, because or the sin or "oure 
3orerader" (322), can cross the stream and enter heaven. 
These answers or fue maiden soul are not only directed 
to all mankind,4° but her anagogical meaning was in the 
Middle Ages applicable to all men. "The conception or an 
individual person or soul as epitomizing all persons or 
souls in like condition is too basic to medieval patterns 
39see, ror example, Hamilton, p. 805 r.; Sister Mary 
Vincent Hillman, "Some Debatable Words in Pearl and Its 
Theme," MLN, LX (1945), 242; Wendell S. Johnson, "The 
Imagery and Diction of The Pearl: ~oward an Interpreta-
tion," Journal of English Literary History, XX ( 1953), 
179-180. 
40see lines 290 and 307. 
of thought to need connnent. n41 
The dreamer very gradually becomes aware of the 
maiden's character. He first realizes that she dwells in 
bliss (385), and this realization increases his longing 
for more knowledge about her life in heaven (389-392). 
The soul's reply is a disquisition on heaven and its 
rewards. She is a queen of heaven, but the sinless Mother 
of God is empress of all who dwell there (453-456). Every 
Christian soul subsists in the Mystical Body of Christ 
(457-462); therefore there is no envy or bitterness among 
the blessed (463-464). 
The maiden-soul uses the Parable of the Vineyar~ in 
which the vineyard is compared to the realm of heaven, to 
explain how she was taken in marriage by the Lamb of God 
and crowned a queen of heaven (409-420). It will be 
recalled that in her explanation the chief emphasis is on 
the grace of God, which is great enough. Now the grace of 
God is either actual or sanctifying. Actual grace is a 
supernatural aid to do good or avoid evil; sinners need it 
(as the maiden will presently indicate) to rise from sin, 
and the just require it to continue in their goodness. 
Originally sanctifYing grace furnished Adam with a right 
and title to heaven. When he sinned in the Garden of Eden 
41Hamilton, p. 811. 
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he lost for himself and mankind sanctifying grace and the 
reward of heaven. The Redemption of mankind42 reopened 
the gates of heaven and won back the lost treasure of 
sanctifying grace (645-660). Through Baptism man is 
cleansed of original sin (625-627), made a Christian, a 
child of God and an heir of heaven.43 He is born again44 
by the reception of sanctifying grace, and all his sins, 
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as in the case of an adult,45 are remitted. If man by 
sinning loses sanctifying grace, he may by repentance (661-
662) and the supernatural help of actual grace (which flows 
from the mercy of God) regain it (669-670).46 Thus both 
the righteous (685-687) whose deeds anagogically shall 
"shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father1147 
42see the allegorical interpretation, Chapter VIII. 
43Note that lines 417 and 443 use "heritage" in this 
sense. 
44 11Unless a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom 
of heaven." (John 111.3) 
45Since the dreamer's "not two 1er 11 (483) soul was 
received into heaven on the first aay, it may mean that he 
was reborn again in Baptism only a short time before this 
dialogue. 
46see also lines 609-610. 
47see above, p. 10. 
(Matt. xiii.43), and the innocent will see God's face, 
i.e., enjoy the Beatific Vision: 
1 Ry3t pus I knaw wel in pis cas 
Two men to saue is god by skylle: 
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pe ry3twys man schal se hys face, 
pe harmle3 hapel schal com hym tylle. (673-676) 
After the maiden-soul relates the Parable of the Pearl 
of Great Price which she interprets anagogically as the 
kingdom of heaven, the dreamer clearly recognizes her 
supernatural character (745-754). She is more beautiful 
than anything in nature; neither Pygmalion nor Aristotle 
could fashion such beauty (745-752). She is the "matchless 
beauty of the sanctified soul, which is the fairest creation 
of God. u48 She is the Bride of the Lamb who since the day 
she departed from the world of tears has dwelt with Him in 
heaven (757-761). 
After the lyrical outburst of the dreamer in admiration 
of her beauty, there follows enthusiastic praise of the Lamb 
according to Isaiah and John the Baptist which concludes in 
a paraphrase of life in the heavenly city according to St. 
John's Apocalypse. The dreamer then asks of his glorious 
and incorruptible soul (915) a final boon. He desires to 
dwell in heaven with her. Such a request cannot be ful-
filled; only a sanctified soul can cross the stream into 
48Francis B. Cassilly, S.J., Religion: Doctrine~ 
Practice (Chicago, 1934J, p. 168. 
heaven. However, as a special favor, he will be allowed 
to see God face to face. 
Anagogically, the dialogue fulfills the purpose of 
both49 the allegorical and tropological senses. It also 
accounts for the personal tone in the conversation because 
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clearly the dreamer's soul is nearer to him than aunt or 
niece (233). Finally, in the rebirth of the soul to super-
natural life it explicitly substantiates the well-known 
medieval habit of mind in which an individual soul 
epitomized all human souls. As one critic has declared, 
"Neglect of this medieval habit has hindered the interpre-
tation of Pearl. ".5° 
The anagogical meaning of the vision is suggested in 
part by Sister Madeleva and in part by the poet's use of 
multiple levels of meaning. Commenting upon the last part 
of Pearl Sister Madeleva said: "There remains the 
transcendent climax of the poet's dream ••• --the Beatific 
Vision, the greatest spiritual consolation that a person 
can have. ".51 The highest of anagogical things is the sight 
49see St. Bonaventure, p.l24 above • 
.5°c. S. Baldwin, Three Medieval Centuries in England, 
1100-1400 (Boston, 1932), p. 275, n. 21; quoted by Hamilton, 
p. 811 • 
.51Sister Madeleva, pp. 1.52 and 192. 
of God in the Beatific Vision. The greatest of heavenly 
delights is seeing God face to face; conversely, theolo-
gians tell us that the greatest suffering in Hell is the 
loss of the sight of God. 
Near the end of the dialogue in the second part of 
the poem the anagogical meaning of Jerusalem is presented 
in the paraphrase of St. John's Apocalypse: 
•That mote pou mene3 in Judy londe, 1 
pat specyal spyce pen to me spakk, 
'pat is p~ cyte pat pe Lombe con fonde 
To soffer inne sor for mane1 sake, 
pe olde Jerusalem to vnderstonde; 
For pere pe olde gulte wat1 don to slake. 
Bot pe new, pat ly3t of Goae 3 sonde, pe apostel in Apocalyppce in theme con take. 
pe Lompe per wythouten spotte3 blake 
Hat3 feryed pyder hys fayre flote; 
And as hys flok is wythouten flake, 
So is hys mote wythouten moote. (937-948) 
Anagogically, Jerusalem (943) means the heavenly city. As 
one anonymous manuscript explained there are four senses, 
and 11pe fourpe vunderstondyng is sence anagogik: pt is, 
whan a man vuderstandep an heuenli pyng bi a bodili pyng 
seid in story, as pis citee Ierusalem often in Holi 
Scripture bitokenep pe blisful citee of heuen. 11 .52 
Commentaries by Victorine preachers, St. Bede and 
Cassian, furnish additional evidence of the anagogical 
meaning of Jerusalem. "Jerusalem ••• secundum anagogen 
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.52R. H. Bowers, "A Middle English Treatise on 
Hermeneutics: Harley MS. 2276, 32v-3.5v,n PMLA, LXV (19.50), 
.59.5. 
patria coelestis 11 ;53 anagogically "Jeruealem habitatio est 
patriae coelestis 11 ;54 and "Jerusalem can be taken in four 
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senses ••• anagogically, as the heavenly city of God 'which 
is the mother of us all.'n55 The anagogical level which is 
concerned, As St. Bonaventure indicated, with the "aeterna 
felicitas Beatorum1156 presents in the vision of Pearl the 
Beatific Vision in the heavenly city.57 
The Beatific Vision is part of the Middle Ages. It 
"had been table talk in the ninth century; interest was 
reviving in the twelfth, and the starting point, St. 
Augustine 1 s De Videndo Deo, lay ready at hand. ,.5B By the 
53Above, p. 92. 
54Above, p. 65. 
55Above, p. 54.. See also Guibert ae Nogent, "Anagogi-
cally, it (Jerusalenil denotes the life of the dwellers in 
Heaven who see God revealed in Zion. 11 Cited by Harry 
Caplan, "The Four Senses of Scriptural Interpretation and 
the Mediaeval Theory of Preaching, 11 Speculum, IV ( 1929), 
283. 
56Above, p. 125. 
57see above,p. 101, where the medieval cathedral formed 
in the image of a cross was anagogically a symbol of heaven 
and the Beatific Vision. 
58smalley, p. 145. See also o. M. Cappuyns, "Note sur 
le Problbme de la Vision Be'atifiq_ue an ixe Siecle," Recher-
ches de Theologie, ancienne et medi6vale, I (1929), 98-109. 
fourteenth century it was traditional.59 
When Adam and Eve, mankind's first parents (322), 
sinned in the Garden of Eden they not only lost the gift 
or sanctifying grace but also the right to enjoy the 
Beatific Vision. The gates or heaven were reopened by the 
Redemption; and mankind, cleansed or original sin by Baptism 
(625-627), was not only restored to sanctifying grace but 
also had the right to "se hys face" (675). The Biblical 
allusion in this line is the traditional source for the 
doctrine of the Beatific Vision: "We see now through a 
glass in a dark manner; but then race to race. Now I know 
in part; but then I shall know even as I am known." (I Cor. 
xiii.l2) 
According to the fourfold system Pearl reaches its 
fullest realization of meaning by a presentation of the 
glories of the Beatific Vision. With the literal sense 
serving as a foundation, the allegorical level has illumined 
the mind of manking; morally purged, mankind is now ready 
for the highest anagoge--the Beatific Vision in the heavenly 
59see Osgood's note, pp. 79-80 where, among other medi-
eval sources, he quoted the final formulation or the belief 
of the Beatific Vision by Pope Benedict XII in 1336. 
60 
city. 
In the Beatific Vision man enjoys ''the sight of God 
face to face in the spiritual eye of understanding, 
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strengthened by a special aid called the light of glory. n61 
By the privilege of God man is made a partaker of the lumen 
gloriae which is necessary for the Beatific Vision; he is 
"raised by the power of God to a high mountain of exalted 
intelligence and enlightenment. 1162 
There are the exact conditions of the vision in Pearl. 
The dreamer is raised "to a high mountain of exalted 
intelligence and enlightenment~ 
1 If I pis mote pe schal vnhyde, 
Bow vp towarde pys borne3 heued, 
And I anende3 pS on pis syde 
Sohal sve, tyl pou to a hil be veued. 1 
pen wolde I no lenger byde, 
Bot lurked by launce3 so lufly leued, 
Tyl on a hyl pat I asspyed 
And blusched on pe burghe, as I forth dreued, 
By3onde pe brok fro me warde keued, 6) 
pat schyrrer pen sunne wyth schafte3 schon. (973-982 
6o11Jerusalem was likewise a symbol of the attainment of 
puriftcation in medieval pilgrimage literature, which sur-
vives, of course, in Pilgrim's Progress and The Faerie Queene, 11 
Bowers, p. 595, note 28. 
61The Catholic Faith, Its Teachings and Defenders, ed. 
Rev. Charles H. Bowden (New York,l910),-rf, )2. 
62Sister Mary of Jesus, My~tical ~ Q! God, tr. Fiscar 
Marison (Chicago, 1902), IV, 2. 
63The Biblical source is Apoc.xxi.lO: "And he took me up in 
spirit to a mountain, great and high, and showed me the holy 
city of Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God." See 
also St. Hilary's interpretation of 11mountain 11 as the most 
sublime of heavenly things. Above, p. 34. 
Now that the visionary is raised up he can describe 
the anagogically "sublime and sacred secrets of heaven. 1164 
His description parallels other medieval renderings65 of 
the Beatific Vision according to St. John's Apocalypse. 
For example, Bernard de Morlaix composed a poem entitled 
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11 De Contemptu Mundi 11 (not to be confused with a poem of the 
same title by Bernard of Clairvaux.) Parts of this poem, 
called "The Celestial Country" have found a place, generally 
with the title of "Jerusalem the Golden," in some twenty 
hymnals. One section of this work, as translated by Neale, 
indicates striking similarities to the vision of Pearl: 
Thou feel 1 st in mystic rapture, 
0 Bride, that knowest no guide, 
The Prince's sweetest kisses, 
The Prince's loveliest smile; 
Unfading lilies, bracelets 
Of living pearl, thine own. 
The Lamb is ever near thee, 66 
The Bridegroom thine alone 
The joyful tone of these lines is not absent from the 
description of the heavenly city in our poem. As the var-
ious details of the vision are presented the dreamer 
64Above, p. 54. 
65For other medieval hymns based on the Apocalypse see 
Hymns, Chiefly Mediaeval Qg the Joys and Glories of Paradise, 
tr. John M. Neale (London, 1~). 
66The Celestial Country, tr. Rev. John M. Neale (New 
York,-rff85J, p. 17. 
gradually approaches a state of ecstasy. 67 He glimpses 
the celestial city and his exaltation increases. In 
excited language he first describes the four trinities of 
68 
stones that make up the foundation of the radiant city: 
pe foundemente3 twelue of riche tenoun; 
Vch tabelment wat3 a serlype3 stan; 
As derely deuyse3 pis ilk toun 
In Apocalyppe3 pe apostel John. (993-996) 
Following a description of the external details of the 
perfectly square city he breaks forth into superlatives: 
Sunne ne mane schon neuer so swete 
As pat foysoun flode out of pat flet; 
Swype hit swange pur3 vch a strete 
Wythouten fylpe oper galle oper glet. (1057-1060) 
For the visionary no earthly object can compare with the 
brightness and glory of this city; the planets, the moon, 
and even the sun cannot rival the heavenly light of the 
Lamb Who refreshes all the blessed (1064).69 
~e mane may perof acroche no my3te; 
To spotty ho is, of body to grym, 
And also per ne is neuer my3t. 
What schulde pe mane per compas clym 
67Sister Madeleva, p. 63 described such an experience 
as "mystical." See 'Ibid,, pp. 38-63. 
68For a simil~r description see The Celestial Country, 
p. 16. 
69"In Heaven, in the presence of saved souls, it is not 
the redemptive aspects of the Sacrifice that are to be 
emphasized, but worship and the soul's refreshment." 
Pearl, ed. E. V. Gordon (Oxford, 1953), p. 83. 
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And to euen wyth pat worpy ly3t 
pat schyne3 vpon pe broke3 brym? 
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pe planete1 arn in to pouer a ply3t, 
And pe self sunne ful fer to dym. (1069-1076) 
Since there is neither sin nor death there, the dreamer 
perceives that the tree of life7° blooms continuously 
(1078-1080). 
~e beauty of the place is more than mortal man can 
bear, and the dreamer, now in a state of ecstasy, feels 
intense delight that overpowers his senses: 
I stod as stylle as dased quayle 
For ferly of pat frelich fygure, 
pat felda I nawper reate ne trauayle, 
So wat3 I rauyste wyth glymme pure. (1085-1088) 
The unsummoned procession of heavenly hosts suddenly 
breaks in upon him. Led by the Lamb of God, they pass 
through the city. The dreamer in his rapture71 joins with 
them in praise and love of God (1127-1128). 
Then comes the climax. He sees the Lamb of God and 
70Bede, above, p. 61 presented the following anagogi-
cal meaning of the poet's source (Apoc. xxii): "Anagogae, 
id est, ad superiors ducens, locutio est, quae de praemiis 
futuris, et ea quae in coelis est vita futura, sive mysticis 
seu apertis sermonibus disputa~ ••• Mysticis vero, ut: 
1 Beati qui lavant stolas suas, ut sit potestas illis in 
ligno vitae, et per portas intrent in civitatem' (Apoc. 
xxii). Quod est patentur dicere: Beati qui mundant 
cogitationes et actus, ut potestatem habeant videndi 
Dominum Christum." 
71compare fhe Calestial C~untry, p. 8 
The Beatific Vision 
Shall glad the saints around. 
his delight, like the joy or all in heaven, cannot be 
measured. The intensity or his emotions wipes away all 
rigurative language, as he captures the awrul beauty or 
the moment: 
Best wat3 he, blypest, and moste to pryse, 
pat euer I herde or speche spent; 
So worply whyt wern wede1 hys, 
His loke3 symple, hymself so gent. 
Bot a wounde rul wyde and weete con wyse 
Anende hys hert, pur) hyde torente. 
or his quyte syde his blod outsprent. (1131-1137) 
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Seeing God race to race, the dreamer is carried away beyond 
reason and selr-control. "He is mad, shaken with delight, 
wrapt completely out or himselr."72 He would cross the 
stream at any cost in order to be in the heavenly city: 
Delyt me dror in y3e and ere, 
My mane3 mynde to maddyng malte; 
Quen I se3 my rrely, I wolde be pere, 
By3onde pe water pa3 ho were walte. 
I po3t pat nopyng my3t me dere 
To rech me bur and take me halte, 
And to start in pe strem schulde non me stere, 
To swymme pe remnaunt, pa3 I per swalte. (1153-1160) 
As he plunges into the holy stream the vision breaks orr 
in the midst or the inerrable delights or God's love. 
It is easy to understand why the vision is called 
Beatiric--it renders happy those who have experienced it. 
Such happiness is also the artistic culmination or the 
rirst and second parts or Pearl according to the anagogical 
72sister Madeleva, p. 184. 
meaning. What the dreamer has lost, he has now found, and 
having found it, he offers it up to God in the last stanza 
of the poem (1207). Anagogically the dreamer, like the 
Pilgrim in "Paradiso," no longer mourns because he has 
been supernaturally refreshed: "I come back out of the 
most holy stream remade, in the same way that new trees 
are when they have been renewed in their new leaf, clean 
and made ready to rise to the stars. ,7 3 
73Francis Fergusson, Dante's Drama of the Mind (Prince-
ton, 1953), p. 215. 
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CONCLUSION 
From the time of its first publication in 1864 
interest in Pearl has steadily increased. In the late 
nineteenth century the poem, primarily because of its 
difficult dialect, was a scholar's curiosity. Today, 
thanks to carefully prepared editions, translations and 
critical studies by English, American, German, French, 
Italian, Frisian and Japanese critics, Pearl has rightfully 
achieved international renown. Two conclusions may be 
drawn from these scholarly endeavours. First, they reflect 
in miniature the history of literary criticism from the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century to the middle of the 
twentieth. Early sentimental views of the poem and its 
author have gradually been supplanted by more accurate 
historical criticism with the result that recent critical 
opinion is of one mind in its emphasis upon the multiple 
levels of meaning within the poem. 
Secondly, I believe that the end of Pearl criticism 
is not yet in sight. As long as the poem continues to 
attract sensitive readers, new insights will be published. 
I suggest that one area which might be further explored in 
the poet's use of medieval rhetoric. A close study of the 
rhetorical invention and disposition of his ideas could 
shed new light on the thought patterns of the poem. 
The techtdcal artistry of Pearl rivals a modern poem 
in its complexity. In this aspect it seems to have a close 
kinship to some ofT. S. Eliot's poems. In writing for 
cultured readers Eliot and the Pearl-poet demonstrate 
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complex poetic artistry. For example, Miss Everett has 
indicated that Eliot's use of repeated words is "nearer to 
the Pearl-poet's practice of ringing the changes on various 
meanings of his refrain words ( 1 cortaysye, 1 'ry3t,' for 
instance), though close analysis would reveal some interest-
ing differences between them."1 Eliot and the Pearl-poet 
skillfully employ symbols and allegory, and finally Pearl 
and some of Eliot's poems2 have now received an interpreta-
tion involving multiple levels of meanings. Perhaps an 
extension of this kind of interpretation to other works of 
Eliot (I am thinking especially of Murder in the Cathedral) 
would provide even greater understanding of his poetry. 
Recently Allen Tate also attempted to bridge the 
centuries between medieval and modern poetry by means of 
the fourfold method. He believed "that the modern poet, 
like Valery and Crane, tries to seize directly the anagogi-
cal meaning without going through the three preparatory 
lDorothy Everett, Essays on Middle English Literature, 
ed. Patricia Kean (Oxford, 1~5), p. 156, note 2. 
2Helen Gardner, The Art of T. ~· Eliot (London, 1949), 
p. 163 f. 
stages of letter, allegory and trope."3 If his observation 
is correct, it is possible that such modern poetry could 
yield even richer meaning if interpreted according to the 
fourfold method. 
My fourfold interpretation of Pearl has convinced me 
that other medieval poems of an allegorical cast should be 
subjected to this form of criticism. Interpretations based 
upon the fourfold method would not only furnish a frame of 
reference within which apparently contradictory views may 
be resolved, but such interpretations would be true to 
historical criticism. 
More specifically I suggest the way of life which is 
taught on the moral level of Pearl should be applied to 
John Bunyan's Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners. If 
this work were interpreted according to the purgative, 
illuminative and unitive ways, I believe that it would 
more completely reveal Bunyan's spiritual way of life. 
Finally, the definition of the allegorical method 
reflects trespirit of the medieval mind. It clearly indi-
cates a climate of opinion in which freedom of thought, 
intellectual activity and love of God were conspicuous. 
3Allen Tate, "The Symbolic Imagination: A Meditation 
on Dange's Three Mirrors," The Kenyon Review, XIV (1952), 
262, note 6. 
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As Professor Rand explained, "Freedom of thought was not 
repressed in the Middle Ages. It was fostered by the 
allegorical method of interpretation whereby the philosopher 
could connect his private theory with established truth. 114 
~. K. Rand, "Medieval Gloom and Medieval Uniformity," 
Speculum, I (1926), 267. 
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ABSTRACT 
From the time of its first publication in 1864 interest 
in Pearl has steadily increased. In the late nineteenth 
century the poem, primarily because of its difficult dialect, 
was a scholar's curiosity. Today, thanks to carefully pre-
pared editions, translations and critical studies by English, 
American, German, French, Italian, Frisian and Japanese 
scholars, Pearl has rightfully achieved international renown. 
A clearly discernible shift in critical attitudes accompanied 
this increase in interest. Early sentimental views of the 
poem and its author were gradually supplanted by more accurate 
historical and textual criticism with the result that recent 
critical opinion is of one mind in its emphasis upon multiple 
levels of meaning within the poem. 
This study also employs a combined historical-textual 
approach as it interprets Pearl by means of the medieval four-
fold method. Beginning with a brief sketch of allegory in 
pre-Christian times, the origin and development of the fourfold 
system is chronologically defined and this definition, supple-
mented by textual criticism, supplies the basis for an under-
standing of the poem as a product of its time. After a review 
of previous Pearl scholarship the interpretation also 
demonstrates how the fourfold method provides a frame of 
reference in which previous divergent interpretations of the 
poem can be reconciled. 
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In defining the fourfold system the approach is not only 
chronological but selective. Only those ancient and medieval 
critics whose comments contribute to its development are 
considered. 
Basically the fourfold method is a form of allegory 
involving four levels of meaning which are simultaneously true. 
The literal sense is "the fit narrative of that thing whereof 
you are discoursing." The allegorical level is the quid credas, 
or what is to be believed. The tropological sense or the trope 
is the moral lesson derived from these beliefs, and the 
anagogical meaning or the anagoge leads to the contemplation 
of heavenly things. 
The roots of the medieval fourfold method sink deep into 
antiquity. Its origin is to be discovered in the interpretation 
of Scripture, and in time it becomes a "Scriptural tradition." 
However, in the Middle Ages, as Rabanus Maurus and Dante 
indicate, it is consciously employed in the interpretation of 
secular literature. 
With traditional ideas practice usually precedes theory. 
It is, therefore, not until the second century that we discover 
critical discussions of the method. Believing that the Scrip-
tures hide their most important truths, Clement of Alexandria 
seeks them by means of allegory which he divides into three 
levels of meaning: the symbolic (allegorical), the moral 
(tropological) and the prophetic (anagogical). Clement's pupil, 
Origen, synthesizes this tripartite interpretation and St. 
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Hilary familiarizes the Latin world with the synthesis. 
In theory and in practice Hilary adheres to the system of 
the Alexandrians. However, his distinction between the fourfold 
method and typology illustrates one of the ways in which he 
advances beyond their concepts. 
By emphasizing the fundamental position of the literal 
sense St. Jerome supplies a firm foundation for the allegorical 
method of the Alexandrians. His great contemporary, St. 
Augustine, further safeguards and encourages Scriptural exege-
sis by providing rules for its interpretation. 
The first clear statement of the fourfold method is found 
in the writing of John Cassian. He carefully divides interpre-
tations into two general classes--historical and spiritual. 
The historical is the literal sense and the three spiritual 
meanings are the allegorical, tropological and anagogical senses. 
Grounded in the reality of the literal meaning and safe-
guarded by rules, the fourfold method was widely accepted in 
the Middle Ages. Middle English exegetes such as Bade, Alcuin, 
John the Scot and many others utilize it as a "means of penetra-
tion into the mystery of reality.~ Hugh of St. Victor includes 
metaphors and other figures of speech as part of the literal 
level. The Scholastic philosophers, on the other hand, supply 
a dialectical basis for the multiple meanings. Saint Thomas 
Aquinas provides the most complete synthesis of the method, and 
for St. Bonaventure the four levels of meaning are four ways of 
"knowing." Other scholars contribute to the development of the 
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distinctio, or a dictionary or multiple meanings. 
The rourrold system permeates all artistic activity or 
the Middle Ages. Architecture, music and the liturgy are 
understood according to their literal, allegorical, moral and 
anagogical meanings. A study or subjects or the trivium and 
quadrivium assists the student in his explication or the rour 
signirications or Biblical and secular literature, and the 
medieval preacher develops the theme or his sermon by this 
method, For example, Master Robert Rypon, sub-prior or Durham 
and a contemporary or the Pearl-poet, strikingly employs the 
rour senses in his preaching. 
In this study no attempt is made to identiry the author 
or Pearl. However, internal evidence clearly reveals that he 
is thoroughly versed in the Scriptures, Scriptural commentaries, 
and most or the subjects or the trivium and quadrivium. A man 
or such educational background cou+d not be unaware or the rour-
rold method. Even more signiricant is the internal evidence 
which points up his use or multiple levels or meaning which can 
be related to this rourrold habit or medieval thought, 
In the interpretation or Pearl I have divided the poem 
into three main parts: the wandering, the dialogue, and the 
vision. In part one the jewel which the jeweler loses in a 
garden {and which when he sleeps and dreams becomes a symbol 
or a maiden) is literally a pearl, 
The second part or Pearl is a long dialogue between the 
maiden and the dreamer in which the central issue is the means 
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by which man may achieve salvation. After rebuking the dreamer 
for his unreasonable lament at his loss, the maiden justifies 
her position in heaven and explains the limitlessness of God's 
reward, which may be achieved by righteousness or by grace, by 
relating the Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard. This 
dialectical part of Pearl is an impassioned preface to the 
maiden's lyrical paraphrases of Scripture in which she relates 
how she was taken in marriage by the Lamb and is now one of the 
144,000 heavenly virgins. The 144,000 virgins is one of the 
symbols which the poem contains as part of its literal meaniQg. 
It symbolizes all three regardless of sex who have been saved. 
For the dreamer the vision of heaven is a moment of 
ecstasy when his "mynde to maddyng malte." He desires to join 
the maiden, but one leap toward the stream which separates them 
awakens him and he discovers himself in the garden where he fell 
asleep. On the literal level the purpose of the poem is 
achieved, for the jeweler is now reconciled to his loss. 
Allegorically the first part of Pearl signifies mankind 
after his fall in the Garden of Eden. Literally the "erbere" 
where the jeweler mourns his loss is a garden, but for 
fourteenth-century readers it allegorically means the Garden 
of Eden. The use of one man to represent mankind is, of 
course, a commonplace in medieval literature which the text 
of the poem substantiates. 
The second division of Pearl on the allegorical level 
represents mankind after the Redemption. It signifies man's 
reconciliation with God and a true understanding of His 
beliefs as expounded by the maiden who allegorically repre-
sents the Church. 
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The Pearl-poet's use of multiple meanings suggests that 
allegorically the vision in Pearl means future eternal blessed-
ness for all who are saved. Mankind is promised this reward 
if, as the Church indicates, he meets death with confidence. 
Illumined by the truths of the allegorical level, mankind 
tropologically is taught a way of life which embraces three 
divisions--the purgative, the illuminative, and the unitive 
states. This is a way of life which 2ads from sorrow to joy; 
a way comparable to Dante's Divine Comedy whose purpose is to 
remove mankind from a state of misery to a state of felicity. 
Tropologically the opening stanzas of Pearl present a 
picture of desolation, or estrangement from God. By means of 
persuasive dialogue, desolation and the chief evil of the 
purgative way, pride, are gradually supplanted by consolation 
and humility. The moral instruction continues as mankind 
progresses from the purgative way to a closer union with God 
in the illuminative way. The chief remedies of the illumina-
tive way--meditations upon the life of Christ and the mysteries 
of His Passion--turn his mind from all temporal things, and in 
his love for God he desires to be united with Him. Then the 
vision of the trope promises eternal peace to all mankind who 
follow its spiritual way of life, and the moral interpretation 
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concludes with the dreamer having absorbed the lessons of the pur-
gative, illuminative and unitive ways now declaring that it is 
easy for a good Christian to please God and be at peace with Him. 
In the first section of the Pearl the loss on the allegori-
cal level involves man's innocence which morally has the effect 
of desolation in his spiritual way of life. On the anagogical 
level, which refers to heavenly things, it means that man is 
deprived of the joys of the kingdom of heaven. 
Anagogically the dialogue is the dreamer's "supernatural 
intercourse with his own soul." His description of the beauti-
ful maiden is consistent with the traditional idea of the beauty 
of the human soul. Also traditional, as the illustration on the 
manuscript of Pearl indicates, is the concept of the soul as 
feminine whose form in medieval art most usually "was that of 
a little child." In response to the questions of the dreamer, 
the maiden-soul presents a disquisition on heaven and its 
rewards. Following her artistic narration of the Parable of 
the Pearl of Great Price (which she anagogically interprets as 
the kingdom of heaven) the dreamer desires to dwell in heaven 
with her. Such a request cannot be fulfilled; however, he is 
allowed to see God in the Beatific Vision. 
According to the fourfold method Pearl reaches its fullest 
realization of meaning by a presentation of the glories of the 
Beatific Vision. With the literal sense serving as a founda-
tion, the allegorical level has illumined the mind of mankind; 
morally purged, mankind now enjoys the highest anagoge--the 
Beatific Vision in the heavenly city. 
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